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Teen Shakespeare films have largely been dismissed as films which “dumb
down” Shakespeare’s original texts and which are marketed in a manipulative way in
order to sell teens fantasies that appeal to them. Among the most popular and
recognizable actresses of this genre is Julia Stiles, known for her leading roles in 10
Things I Hate About You, O, and Hamlet. Several scholars have critiqued Stiles’s films
for the ways that they depict feminism and American teen girlhood. In this thesis, I argue
that Stiles’s films present a spectrum of, an admittedly limited, feminism that becomes
increasingly more progressive. By exploring Stiles’s portrayal of feminism in these films,
the hope is to move away from the idea of teen Shakespeare films as merely dumbed
down versions of the plays and to, instead, move towards an understanding of the
political and social role of this generic category.

DEDICATION
To my parents, who believed in my dreams even when I didn’t. Your love and
support mean more to me than I could ever express.

ii

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS
This thesis would not have been possible without the support and guidance of
many people. I would first like to acknowledge my committee, who supported me
throughout the completion of this project. My sincerest thanks to my major professor,
Dr. Thomas Anderson, for inspiring me to take on the challenge of a thesis, for his neverending guidance and encouragement, and for introducing me to the study of Shakespeare
and film in the first place. I could not have done this without him. I would also like to
express my gratitude to my committee members, Dr. Lara Dodds and Dr. Eric Vivier, for
the encouragement and advice that they have offered me throughout not only this process
but also throughout my graduate career.
I would also like to extend my thanks to the English Department for offering me
an academic home for my time as an undergraduate and graduate student as well as for
shaping me into the scholar that I am today.
Lastly, I would like to thank my family and friends who have helped to keep me
sane through this whole process. Special thanks to my parents, Greg and Donna Creel,
for letting me read my writing to them over the phone (even when they had no idea what
I was talking about) and for nagging me my senior year of high school to tour one more
school. I wouldn’t be at Mississippi State if it wasn’t for you. Also, thanks to Strange
Brew Coffeehouse for providing me with the copious amounts of caffeine that fueled me
through my research and writing.
iii

TABLE OF CONTENTS
DEDICATION........................................................................................................ ii
ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS................................................................................... iii
LIST OF FIGURES .................................................................................................v
CHAPTER
I.

AN INTRODUCTION TO TEEN SHAKESPEARE AND JULIA
STILES .........................................................................................1

II.

THE TAMING OF THE SHREW AND 10 THINGS I HATE ABOUT
YOU ............................................................................................11
The Taming of the Shrew.........................................................................11
10 Things I Hate About You ....................................................................19

III.

OTHELLO AND O .................................................................................38
Othello39
O
50

IV.

HAMLET AND HAMLET (2000) ...........................................................61
Hamlet61
Hamlet (2000)..........................................................................................74

V.

CONCLUSION.......................................................................................90

REFERENCES ......................................................................................................94

iv

LIST OF FIGURES
Figure 1

Mr. Morgan rolls his eyes. ...................................................................23

Figure 2

Kat reading The Bell Jar. .....................................................................24

Figure 3

Kat hands Patrick a copy of The Feminine Mystique. .........................24

Figure 4

The opening scene of 10 Things. .........................................................28

Figure 5

Kat in her bedroom. .............................................................................29

Figure 6

Kat plays the guitar while Patrick watches. .........................................31

Figure 7

Kat reads her version of Sonnet 141. ...................................................32

Figure 8

Kat finds the guitar in her car. .............................................................33

Figure 9

Desi and friends watch proudly as Odin is named MVP. ....................52

Figure 10 Desi firmly asserts that her relationship is not her father’s business...53
Figure 11 Desi argues with Odin..........................................................................56
Figure 12 Ophelia sitting with her family during Claudius’s press conference...78
Figure 13 Ophelia writes Hamlet a note...............................................................80
Figure 14 Laertes lectures Ophelia on her relationship with Hamlet...................81
Figure 15 Ophelia and Hamlet in her apartment. .................................................83
Figure 16 Ophelia in the pool...............................................................................85
Figure 17 Ophelia in the fountain.........................................................................88

v

AN INTRODUCTION TO TEEN SHAKESPEARE AND JULIA STILES
At the midpoint of the film O, the audience finds Odin and Hugo in an English
classroom, talking to one another about Desi and Michael and ignoring their teacher's
discussion of Lady Macbeth's use of maternal imagery. The annoyed teacher, attempting
to call them out for not paying attention, asks the boys if they could name one of
Shakespeare's poems and Hugo quickly responds, "I thought he wrote movies." Gregory
M. Colón Semenza views this scene, and Hugo's obnoxious yet clever response, as
commenting on the "assumption in mainstream America about the cultural illiteracy of
teens," as Hugo is either incapable or unwilling to name one of Shakespeare's works but
he is perfectly capable of calling attention to "the ascendancy of film and the decline of
poetry in modern day America" (Semenza 109-110). His response simultaneously
validates the assumption that teens are culturally illiterate, as he does not fulfill his
teacher's request, and calls it into question, as Hugo is able to acknowledge the current
cultural relevancy of Shakespeare that his teacher seems ignorant of. Hugo's response, as
snarky as it may be, could very well be the response of any American teenager who is
used to approaching the Bard's work through cinematic adaptation and who is more
familiar with Shakespeare, the inspiration for teen films, than they are with Shakespeare,
the famous playwright/poet.
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Teen Shakespeare, as the name suggests, is a film genre that is adapted from the
works of William Shakespeare and aimed at teenage audiences. While teenagers may at
first appear an unusual demographic to aim Shakespeare at, his works have a long history
of being adapted to the screen and the use of Shakespeare has always been an easy way
for Hollywood to earn a profit (due to his continued cultural presence). It is probably no
coincidence that the emergence of teen Shakespeare films in the 1990s and early 2000s
coincided with teenagers' increased financial independence. The 1990s saw teenagers'
"spending power [increase] by 43 per cent" as well as an increase in their access to credit
cards (Furnham and Bunter 14). This spike in financial freedom meant that industries,
including the film industry, had to market themselves specifically to teenagers.
Shakespeare's plays, with their continued cultural presence and their emphasis on
universal themes (such as romance and jealousy), presented themselves as the perfect
starting point for making films for teenagers. These teen Shakespeare films star teenaged
actors (offering young adolescents protagonists that they can relate with) and are often,
but not always, staged within a high school setting. Some of these films simply adapt
Shakespeare's tales to a contemporary setting (such as Andy Fickman's She's the Man and
Gil Junger's 10 Things I Hate About You) while others also make use of Shakespeare's
language (such as Baz Luhrmann's Romeo + Juliet and Michael Almereyda's Hamlet).
One of the most defining characteristics of this genre is the way that it invokes
Shakespeare not only as a text but also as a character/prop, consistently returning to its
source. These films mark a turn from previous cinematic portrayals of teenagers. Youth
culture in cinema has long been defined by rebellion, as Henry A. Giroux notes when he
claims that "Hollywood and other conduits of media culture capitalized on [fears of youth
2

resistance in the 1950s] by conceiving of youth as both a social threat and a lucrative
market" (Giroux 41). These depictions of teens became increasingly more apocalyptic in
the 1980s, only a decade before teen Shakespeare took the scene, figuring teenage culture
as one that is both separate from and in opposition to adulthood. While these teen
Shakespeare films maintain this idea of teenage culture being its own entity (as they
entirely center around teen culture), they transform the idea of teenage rebellion. No
longer is it the frightening rebellion of teenagers in a world that is "increasingly irrational
and hopeless" (Giroux 43). Instead, it has become a more socially acceptable rebellion,
one that is easy to market and easy to consume. Teen Shakespeare films are also often
marked by their engagement not only with Shakespeare's text, but also with
contemporary issues. For example, films such as 10 Things I Hate About You seem to be
responding to the "great deal of anxiety [that] was focused on the figure of the adolescent
girl" in the 1990s, an anxiety that arose from the publication of studies that showed the
marginalization of girls' education (hence the desire for intelligent female leads)
(McLennan).
While these films were highly successful at the box office, seeming to hit the
mark with their target audience, over the years they have received a substantial amount of
criticism from Shakespeare and film scholars. Richard Burt describes the rise of these
films as an “onslaught,” figuring the popularity of the genre as an attack more than a
trend, and he categorizes them as “teensploitation” films that “overtly thematize […] the
‘dumbing down’ of Shakespeare” (Burt 181). Burt seems to echo the sentiments of many
teen Shakespeare critics that the films “dumb down” the Bard’s original playtexts, cutting
pivotal lines or actions and simplifying the works altogether. This same belief is
3

expressed by James M. Welsh, who writes disdainfully of what he thinks are desperate
attempts to make Shakespeare relevant, saying of O, "is it Othello? (Not quite.) Is it
Shakespeare? (Not really.) Or is it merely an abortive derivative" (Welsh 146).
Similarly, Leah Guenther, in "Luhrmann's Top 40 Shakespeare and the Crisis of
Shakespearean Consumption," writes that "Luhrmann's Romeo and Juliet presents
Shakespeare's drama without offering a line-by-line readerly regurgitation– though its
respectability diminishes with each textual 'cut'" (Guenther 17). According to Gregory
M. Colón Semenza, whose work challenges the notion that teen Shakespeare is a juvenile
aesthetic category, these films are thought to exploit "the notion of a universal teen
experience" and are believed to be marketed in a manipulative way in order to sell their
young audiences fantasies that appeal to them (Semenza 106). Semenza is not the only
scholar who approves of teen Shakespeare. Michael D. Freidman, who suggests that 10
Things depicts a movement from second-wave feminism to third-wave feminism, and
Jess Carniel, who looks at the treatment of Ophelia's death in Michael Almereyda's
Hamlet and claims that Stiles's Ophelia is a distinctly feminist one, are just two examples
of other scholars who take the genre of teen Shakespeare seriously.
Among the most popular and recognizable figures of this genre is Julia Stiles,
known for her leading roles in 10 Things I Hate About You (based on Taming of the
Shrew), O (based on Othello), and Hamlet (based on the play of the same name). Stiles
was born and raised in New York City and, from a young age, her parents stressed to her
the importance of creativity. She developed a love for Shakespeare when she was young,
long before she appeared on the cinema screen, and her mother claims that she used to
have a statue of the playwright in her bedroom when she was a child (Dunn). Stiles has
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earned herself a reputation for being driven, and it is not hard to understand why when
one looks at how her acting career began. At the age of eleven, she wrote a letter to a
local theatre company, asking to be in their productions, and they responded by offering
her a small role. From that point on, Stiles's career continued to flourish, as she appeared
in several episodes of Ghostwriter, minor roles in films such as The Devil's Own and
Wide Awake, and, at the age of eighteen, was cast in her break out role in 10 Things I
Hate About You. A flourishing acting career, however, did not prevent Stiles from
pursuing higher education. Around the same time that she was appearing in films like
Hamlet and O, Stiles enrolled in Columbia University in pursuit of a degree in English.
This pursuit of a degree at an Ivy League institution did not make Stiles a "dry
academic," as Rolling Stone was quick to point out in a 2001 article on the actress
(Dunn). She was still relatable, still able to engage in typical college student behavior
like showing up to class in her pajamas, listening to and discussing popular music, and
getting in to clubs with a fake ID. In fact, this is an aspect of Stiles's personality that has
been praised often: her ability to perfectly balance the roles of Hollywood celebrity and
intelligent, girl next door. Natalie Jones Loper also draws attention to this quality when
she notes that Julia Stiles is simultaneously "the big-time star and the independent artist,
the earnest scholar and the self-deprecating prankster, the upscale shopper and the
outdoorsy philanthropist" (Loper 15).
While she has appeared in a variety of roles, Stiles's early success and personal
affinity for the Bard create a strong link between her and Shakespeare. As a leading lady
in several of these teen films, Stiles would play a key role in marketing the fantasies that
scholars like Richard Burt claim teen Shakespeare perpetuates, portraying a certain ideal
5

of teen girlhood to her audience. Elizabeth A. Deitchman, whose article "Shakespeare
Stiles Style: Shakespeare, Julia Stiles, and American Girl Culture" is perhaps the most
comprehensive analysis of Stiles's Shakespearean oeuvre to date, makes the claim that
Stiles and Shakespeare together "sell a disturbing image of American teen girlhood, an
image based on perpetuating idealized representations of race, class, and gender"
(Deitchman 479). Others seem to agree with Deitchman's analysis. Loper states that she
"mostly" agrees with Deitchman's view of 10 Things and O, and Jennifer Clement argues
that films such as 10 Things "market the [feminist] movement as, at best, irrelevant, and
at worst, harmful for teenage girls" (Loper 19; Clement 18). Despite the fact that Stiles is
a self-proclaimed feminist, her choices in roles have been heavily critiqued time and time
again. In fact, scholars have been critical not only of Stiles's choices in roles but also of
her attitude towards feminism itself, believing that her view of feminism, "oversimplifies
the movement, despite her knowledge of its history and her self-identification as a
feminist" (Loper 18).
This thesis sets out to explore the contours of this debate, focusing on the genre of
teen Shakespeare and, in particular, the impact of Julia Stiles's high profile performances
in these classic Shakespearean adaptations. Rather than selling teenagers a false form of
feminism, Stiles's films present a spectrum, showing a feminism that continually
develops into a more progressive image of adolescent girlhood. However, while
feminism can be found within these films, it is admittedly limited. Stiles's teen
Shakespeare films seem to prove what bell hooks suggests in Feminist Theory: from
Margin to Center that "privileged feminists have largely been unable to speak to, with,
and for diverse groups of women because they either do not understand fully the inter6

relatedness of sex, race, and class oppression or refuse to take this inter-relatedness
seriously" (hooks 14). hooks notes that "feminist analyses of woman's lot tend to focus
exclusively on gender," ignoring other forms of oppression and thus failing to "provide a
solid foundation on which to construct feminist theory" (hooks 14). Because feminist
theory often takes gender as its primary starting point, it can end up reinforcing what are
inherently white middle-class values. This is reflected even in contemporary issues, such
as the Women's March on Washington and the #MeToo movement. The Women's
March, while praised by many who identify as feminists, has not completely avoided
critique. In The Washington Post, Lavanya Ramanathan calls into question the privilege
of a movement where white women can freely block off streets with their protests and
take pictures posing with smiling police officers while Madonna openly discusses having
thought about blowing up the White House. She draws attention to the stark contrast
between the Women's March and protests made by individuals of color, who face down
law enforcement in riot gear and fear for their own safety. The #MeToo movement has
also been criticized for excluding individuals of color and of lower social class. USA
Today notes that, despite the fact that black women and blue-collar workers are those
who most often "bear the brunt of sexual harassment and abuse," the #MeToo movement
tends to focus on the "white and affluent" (Jones). So, while Stiles's films may present a
feminism that becomes increasingly more progressive, it is a feminism that, like so many
others, lacks inclusivity in the areas of race, class, and sexuality, causing it to have a
limited white, middle-class perspective. Yet, while the perspective is ultimately limited,
Stiles's Shakespearean film oeuvre does allow for a display of growth and shows her
movement away from the stereotypical and limited depiction of feminism seen at the
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beginning of 10 Things to the more contemporary and progressive feminism exhibited by
Ophelia in Hamlet.
The first chapter of this thesis looks at The Taming of the Shrew and 10 Things I
Hate About You, Stiles's earliest Shakespearean work. It begins by analyzing
Shakespeare's Katherine, looking at the moments in which the strong-willed character
expresses her agency and examining her somewhat troubling final scene (seeking to
determine whether or not she is truly "tamed"). This section of the chapter ends by
ultimately drawing the conclusion that Kate is not "tamed" at the play's end; instead, she
has simply found a way to work within the system in which she finds herself. The
chapter then switches its focus to 10 Things. It analyzes the association of Kat with
feminist stereotypes and the subtler and less aggressive ways that she sometimes displays
her agency (such as through her association with the Riot Grrrl movement). The chapter
ultimately concludes that while the film certainly presents a form of feminism (in fact, it
seems to desperately try to bring feminism to the forefront), it is not the most progressive
form due to the film's treatment of issues of race and same sex desire, which it invokes
only for attempts at humor and never in a serious manner.
The second chapter turns its attention to Othello and O. It first examines
Desdemona, acknowledging that, while she is not as aggressively outspoken as some of
Shakespeare's other heroines, she does have her moments of strength and agency (which
are often conveyed through the idea of her as a warrior). It also looks at Desdemona's
death and her final words, asserting that her forgiveness at the play's end is not an act of
submission to her husband but is instead a form of self-sacrifice and a way for her to
further enact her role as warrior. The chapter then turns to O, arguing that Desi embodies
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many of the same strength as her Shakespearean counterpart. The chapter ends by noting
that this film presents a form of feminism that is more progressive than what is shown in
10 Things but, ultimately, still falls short due to its treatment of race. While the film
wants to assert a heroine who thinks herself progressive in her views of race, Desi often
still finds herself subscribing to the same stereotypical views as many of her classmates.
The final chapter looks at Hamlet's Ophelia. While Ophelia is often considered a
character lacking in agency, this chapter argues that she does have her own strengths
(stemming primarily from the ambiguous way that she written and her madness and
death). It looks at both Ophelia's actions and the actions of others towards her and pushes
back against the idea that her character exists within the play merely to be a plot device.
The chapter then looks at the film version of Hamlet, noting that Stiles's Ophelia often
takes the small amounts of agency that are granted to Shakespeare's character and
attempts to magnify them and bring them to the forefront. It also examines the ways that
the film grants Ophelia agency by creating an extradiegetic world for her in her New
York City apartment, filled with expressions of her own artistic vision, and comes to the
conclusion that Ophelia is Stiles's Shakespearean character who presents her most
progressive form of feminism.
In "Shakespeare and the Holocaust: Julie Taymor's Titus is Beautiful, or
Shakesploi Meets (the) Camp," Richard Burt makes the claim that "most people, like the
character Cher in Clueless[...] now come to Shakespeare first not through his texts but
through some visual representation of them–a film, an advertisement, or a subgenre of
fiction such as teen comedies, science fiction, or Harlequin romances" (Burt 306). In a
world where more and more young people's first introductions to Shakespeare occur
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through a screen, rather than on a stage or in a classroom, teen Shakespeare warrants
serious study and consideration. If these films are going to be someone's gateway into
the realm of Shakespeare, then they are worth paying attention to. By exploring Stiles's
portrayal of feminism in these films, influenced by Shakespeare's classic plays The
Taming of the Shrew, Othello, and Hamlet, the hope is to move away from the belief that
teen Shakespeare films are merely dumbed down versions of the playwright's works that
offer only a superficial pleasure and move instead towards an understanding of the
political and social role of the generic category of teen Shakespeare. Teen Shakespeare
takes Shakespeare and simultaneously makes him (as an individual) less relevant and his
plays more popular. These films expand access to the playwright, removing him from his
status as an elite cultural icon and placing him in the world of popular culture. They
privilege Shakespeare's moments of emergence in contemporary culture over the idea of
Shakespeare as a historical figure and they show that, as Hugo's comment suggests,
Shakespeare the film writer can be just as culturally relevant as Shakespeare the
playwright, if not more so.
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THE TAMING OF THE SHREW AND 10 THINGS I HATE ABOUT YOU
10 Things I Hate About You is the first of Julia Stiles's Shakespearean films and is
largely considered to be her breakout role. It is also her Shakespearean film that presents
the least progressive form of feminism, a fact that can seem surprising when considering
that this is the film that most consciously draws attention to feminism as a movement,
consistently pushing it to the forefront of the narrative. 10 Things I Hate About You, like
Taming of the Shrew, centers around a strong willed and sometimes aggressive female
character who refuses to conform to the norms of the society around her. Similarly, both
works show protagonists who are willing to adjust their agency, allowing it to work
within their societies in a non-disruptive way, without compromising their strength.
The Taming of the Shrew
Kate's position as "shrew" makes her one of Shakespeare's most outspoken female
characters. There is no doubting that she spends much of the play as a character who is
willful, witty, and strong. However, there is still some debate as to how much agency
Kate possesses at the end of the play, stemming primarily from her ambiguous final
speech. Some scholars assert that Kate still possesses her agency at the play's end, but
that she does so in a manner that is more socially acceptable than the aggression she has
previously shown. In "Could Kate Mean What She Says?," Terrell L. Tebbetts focuses
on "how the play relates the mastery of language to self-mastery and freedom," noting
11

that characters in the play (particularly Katherine and Petruchio) rely on language, rather
than social structures, to find personal freedom (Tebbetts 13). He argues that Kate is not
linguistically capable of using language in a way that helps her to obtain what she wants
(which, he argues, is a husband). Tebbetts concludes his article by drawing the
conclusion that Petruchio teaches Kate how to "separate her language from the
experiential world," a lesson which allows her to use non-referential language in her final
speech and acceptably earn the things that she has so long desired (male admirers, a
husband, and her father's affection) (Tebbetts 23). Velvet D. Pearson's article, "In Search
of a Liberated Kate in The Taming of the Shrew," calls Katherine's final speech "one of
the major obstacles to a satisfactory modern production of the play" (Pearson 229).
Pearson argues that Kate is the least "one-dimensional" character in the play, flexible and
able to play any role required of her (Pearson 232). This article takes into account
different productions and versions of The Taming of the Shrew, noting that the play
changes as society's perceptions of and attitudes towards women change, having to
reconcile itself to a world in which women have more freedoms, yet "also still feel the
repercussions of past subservience" (Pearson 240). "'Where Two Raging Fires Meet
Together': Constructed Gender Performances of Kate and Petruchio in The Taming of the
Shrew" by Sarah Eason claims that Kate and Petruchio "are characters who perform
outside the binaries of normative society" who eventually learn how to successfully
operate within that society (Eason 38). Eason, like other critics, also draws attention to
the ambiguity of Kate's final speech, noting that if she is tamed by Petruchio, then the
play is "irreparably sexist," and if she is sarcastic then the play is "unmistakably feminist"
(Eason 39). She also draws attention to a third potential interpretation that has become
12

increasingly popular among contemporary interpretations of the play: the idea that Kate
falls in love with Petruchio (here, Eason specifically mentions 10 Things, which she
claims glosses over issues of gender that are originally brought up by the play). The
article goes on to look at how Kate embodies certain traits that are "normally defined as
masculine," rendering her a threat to the play's male characters (Eason 41). The article
eventually comes to the conclusion that Kate willingly submits to Petruchio, establishing
an alliance with him, noting that "at no moment does Kate seem to have lost her
personality" (Eason 45). In the article, Eason also asserts that The Taming of the Shrew, a
play centered around dismantling categories, cannot be categorized as either misogynistic
or feminist and should be appreciated for its ambiguity. In "Affective Resistance:
Performing Passivity and Playing a-Part in The Taming of the Shrew," Holly A. Crocker
makes the claim that "the stage history of Taming of the Shrew speaks to the near
impossibility of representing submissive femininity" (Crocker 142). She notes that the
men in the play define themselves through the acquisition of worthy women and "act as if
their expectations produce feminine character" (Crocker 145). Therefore, Kate is viewed
as a shrew because that is the positon that her society allows her. Crocker argues that the
only way for Kate to "separate her identity from that of the shrew" is to learn to behave
"in a passive manner," which she does at the end of the play, playing along with the idea
of femininity that Petruchio has tried to impose upon her (Crocker 142). Crocker reads
Kate's final speech as subversive and transgressive because it allows her to make "visible
the regimes of power that mark gender difference and decide social status in Padua"
(Crocker 156). The article concludes by asserting that Katharine's final speech, "with its
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powerful ability to fragment gender hegemony, serves as a marker of gender
performativity which remains unstable" (Crocker 159).
Although the critical commentary on the play may differ in degree of Kate's
subservience at the end, there is no denying that she possesses a great deal of strength, a
strength that often manifests as aggression. Before Kate ever steps on the scene, Gremio
says that he would rather cart her than marry her because she is "too rough" (1.1.55). The
play wastes no time in establishing that Kate is far from what the male characters would
consider an ideal wife. She may be wealthy, witty, "young and beauteous," but she's also
rough, unpleasant, "intolerable curst/ And shrewd and froward, so beyond all measure"
(1.2. 84, 87-88). Kate's strength is viewed by the other characters as a curse more than a
positive attribute. In fact, the other characters, primarily the men, view Kate so
negatively that she is often associated with hell. Hortensio calls her a devil and Gremio
calls her a "fiend of hell" (1.1.88). Even her own father partakes in this demonizing of
his daughter, calling her a "hilding of a devilish spirit" (2.1.26). When Hortensio speaks
of trying to find Katherine a husband, Gremio says they should find a devil to marry Kate
because who other than a devil would "be married to hell" (1.1. 88, 123). Not only does
Kate get associated with hell, she becomes hell itself. Her strength and aggression, her
"shrewish" behavior, are so repulsive to the other characters in the play that they see her
as the human embodiment of the underworld, causing her to be associated with devils and
demons and everything that stands contrary to what is good. Associating Kate with hell
is not the only way that the others attempt to dehumanize her. Gremio calls her a
"wildcat" and Petruchio has an entire speech where he compares her to a falcon, both
characters reducing her to a beast rather than a woman (1.2.193).
14

So, while there is no denying that Kate has a tendency to be verbally and,
occasionally, physically aggressive, it is also hard to blame her, at least for a
contemporary audience. She is consistently mocked and spoken ill of by the other
characters, treated as if she is not even human; they even have an unflattering nickname
for her, "Katherine the Curst" (1.2.125). Her own father scorns her and everyone around
her sees her as a means to an end. For Bianca's suitors, she is the obstacle that stands in
their way. For Baptista, she is the devilish older daughter whom he must marry off first.
For Petruchio, she is a way to accumulate wealth. It is easy to see why she might be
scornful. While Kate does have moments of physical aggression, lashing out and striking
people, there always seems to be a reason behind it (with the exception of her beating the
disguised Hortensio). When Petruchio tells her that he is a gentleman, she says that she
will test that statement and then strikes him, seeing if it will provoke any rage. Kate, who
has previously made her feelings towards marriage quite clear ("[it] is not halfway to her
heart") seems here to be taking any means necessary to drive her new suitor away
(1.1.62). Kate also strikes Grumio after she and Petruchio are married, but this is because
the servant (like his master) refuses to give her anything to eat.
While Kate's agency often appears as aggression, there are also moments where it
appears in a more positive light, or at least positive to contemporary readers. These are
the instances when Kate either places herself above or on level with the play's male
characters. One clear instance of this is after the wedding ceremony when Petruchio
wishes to leave early. Kate refuses, telling him that she "will be angry" and telling
Baptista to "be quiet" because Petruchio "shall stay [at her] leisure" (3.2.209-210). She
also commands the other men, telling them: "Gentlemen, forward to the bridal dinner. I
15

see a woman may be made a fool/ If she had not a spirit to resist" (3.2.212-214). Kate, as
Eason mentions in her article, transgresses the normative gender roles and puts herself in
a position to command the men around her. She is not particularly harsh towards the
men; rather, she simply wishes to partake in her wedding day and she makes clear that
her "spirit to resist" will prevent her from being a fool (3.2.214). Another instance of
Kate placing herself above the men around her occurs right before the scene with the
haberdasher when Kate says to Petruchio:
KATE. Why, sir, I trust I may have leave to speak,
And speak I will. I am no child, no babe.
Your betters have endured me say my mind,
And if you cannot, best you stop your ears.
My tongue will tell the anger of my heart,
Or else my heart, concealing it, will break,
And rather than it shall, I will be free
Even to the outermost as I please in words. (4.3.74-81).
At this point, Kate has been deprived of food and sleep as part of Petruchio's attempts to
"tame" her. Yet, she maintains her strength, refusing to be broken. She refuses to be
infantilized and she tells her husband that if he does not like her speaking then he should
stop his ears because she will not stop her tongue. Kate's speech here bares some
resemblance to a speech spoken by Emilia in Shakespeare's later play, Othello, invoking
the spirit of Shakespeare's other strong female characters who refuse to be silenced.
Kate's less aggressive strength can also be seen in the resistance she shows her father. In
a patriarchal society, transgressing against one's father, the ultimate source of household
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authority, is a dangerous thing. It could result in banishment (as it does for Cordelia in
the very first scene of King Lear) or insults and threats (as is the case for Juliet in act
three, scene five of Romeo and Juliet). Yet, Kate never seems to express any fear or
hesitation about speaking against her father. When her father asks her how she is getting
along with Petruchio, Kate seems appalled at the fact that he would even call her
"daughter" after desiring her to marry "one half-lunatic,/ A madcap ruffian and a
swearing Jack" (2.1.285-286). Not only does Kate go against her father's will, she also
questions his judgment in marrying her to a man that she believes to be insane. She is not
afraid to express her discontent nor is she afraid to speak ill of Petruchio in front of him
(just as others have spoken ill of her in front of her). When Petruchio is late to the
wedding, Kate claims that she must "be forced/ To give [her] hand opposed against [her]
heart/ Unto a mad-brain rudesby full of spleen" (3.2.8-10). Again, she protests her
father's choice, expressing strength in her refusal to submit.
While Kate undoubtedly possesses strength and agency at the play's beginning, it
is the "taming" that causes her agency to be called into question. Does Petruchio's
"taming" work? Perhaps the first time Kate is seen beginning to give in is when she,
Petruchio, and Hortensio are on their way to Padua and Petruchio calls the sun the moon:
PETRUCHIO. Come on, i'God's name, once more toward our father's.
Good lord, how bright and goodly shines the moon.
KATHERINA. The moon? The sun. It is not moonlight now.
PETRUCHIO. I say it is the moon that shines so bright.
KATHERINA. I know it is the sun that shines so bright.
PETRUCHIO. Now by my mother's son, and that's myself,
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It shall be moon, or star, or what I list,
Or e'er I journey to your father's house.
–Go on, and fetch our horses back again.
Evermore crossed and crossed, nothing but crossed. (4.6.1-10).
At first, Kate argues. After all, she is a smart woman and can tell the difference between
the sun and the moon. Petruchio, however, will not relent and Hortensio tells her to
agree, otherwise they will never depart. Kate, probably eager to put more distance
between herself and the house that has brought her nothing but suffering, concedes
saying, "Forward, I pray, since we have come so far, / And be it moon, or sun, or what
you please. / Henceforth I vow it shall be so for me" (4.6.11-15). On one hand, Kate
seems to be submitting to Petruchio, saying that his view will be hers as well. On the
other hand, it seems clear that she does not really mean this and that she is simply
agreeing to progress the journey. Readers see Kate giving in, but it is not because she is
broken but rather because it is something she must do for her own personal good. In fact,
not long after giving in, Kate tells Petruchio that the "moon changes even as [his] mind,"
insulting her husband by implying that he is both mad and fickle, making clear that she
still maintains the strong will she exhibited earlier in the play. A similar occurrence
happens when Petruchio asks Kate to give him a kiss in public. She agrees, but only after
resisting at first and then being told that returning home is their other option. Kate's new
home has brought her nothing but hunger and sleep deprivation and frustration, so she
gives Petruchio the kiss because that is the choice that is in her best interest. As Crocker
states, Kate seems to realize that "she cannot act like a shrew if she wants to survive"
(Crocker 152).
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As many other critics have noted, Kate's final speech, in which she lectures
Bianca and the widow about the duties of a good wife, is quite a puzzling one. Does she
truly mean what she is saying or is it simply an act? While the play offers no definitive
answers, one can infer based on Kate's previous actions and experiences. For one, Kate
has spent the majority of the play as the object of all the other characters' scorn. She has
been mocked and embarrassed and, just prior to her final speech, the widow calls her a
shrew. Kate has never been one to bite her tongue, and it seems only logical that she
would take advantage of the moment that has presented itself to her, a chance to mock
and embarrass those who have done the same to her. Also, as previous examples in this
chapter have shown, Kate's "taming" simply involves her discovering the best way to
work within the system in which she finds herself. Kate, here, seems to embody the idea
of performativity, actively choosing to perform the femininity prescribed by Paduan
society. She has learned that she must do what is in her best interest. Presenting herself
to Petruchio as a perfectly obedient wife, one who has become completely tamed, seems
to be the best choice for her. If Kate is tamed, then Petruchio's taming process can cease.
He no longer would need to deprive her of food or sleep nor would he need to continually
speak nonsense to her. Kate presents herself as a reformed shrew in order to free herself
of the taming process. Kate maintains her strength throughout the play; it just takes
different forms as she learns to be a socially acceptable "shrew."
10 Things I Hate About You
While few will argue against the fact that Shakespeare's Katherine possess
strength and agency, the same cannot be said for Gil Junger's Kat in 10 Things I Hate
About You. Most critics approach the film with scorn, believing it is only trying to sell a
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false, watered down version of feminism to crowds of young teens. Jennifer Clement is
one such critic. In "The Postfeminist Mystique: Feminism and Shakespearean
Adaptation in 10 Things I Hate About You and She's the Man," Clement states that while
these films "use feminism to suggest that they endorse the freedom of modern girls to
shape their own futures," the reality is that they can both be "read as postfeminist movies
that advance a conservative view of gender and identity" and that "exploit the
generational divide between second and third wave feminism in order to ridicule both
forms" (Clement 1). With 10 Things in particular, she believes that feminism acts as a
barrier for young women in the film, preventing them from having closeness with others.
For Clement, the film relies too heavily upon damaging stereotypes of feminism, and it
ultimately silences its protagonist by placing her "as the 'femininely passive member of a
heterosexual relationship" (Clement 13). Elizabeth A. Deitchman, in "Shakespeare Stiles
Style: Shakespeare, Julia Stiles, and American Girl Culture," writes that 10 Things I Hate
About You is a work of Girl Power fiction, "a genre that suffuses and sustains the
contemporary Shakespeare teen-film" by consolidating "masculine, heteronormative
identities" (Deitchman 481). Part of the film's Girl Power aspect, for Deitchman, is the
way that it appropriates Riot Grrrl culture, "moving [Kat] from Riot Grrrl politics to Girl
Power behavior" (Deitchman 481). Deitchman, like Clement, also notes that the film's
portrait of feminism is quite stereotypical and cliché, ultimately conflating "Riot Grrrl
imagery with a simplified version of second-wave feminism" (Deitchman 482).
Richard Burt is a critic who takes a slightly sympathetic approach to analyzing 10
Things I Hate About You. In "T(e)en Things I Hate About Girlene Shakesploitation
Flicks in the Late 1990s, or, Not-So-Fast Times at Shakespeare High," Burt discusses
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what he calls "Shakesploi flicks," films which dumb down Shakespeare for teenage
audiences (Burt 181). While Burt classifies 10 Things as one of these film, claiming it
asserts a "conservative feminism" and plays into the idea of repressing female
intelligence, he also states that the film has made the plot feminist and that it centers
around the "taming of male desire" as opposed to the taming of a woman (Burt 183, 190).
While Burt believes that there is feminism in the film, he claims that it comes at the cost
of "harnessing it to a conservative idealization of the good girl," noting in particular that
the film seems to take a conservative approach to sexuality (Burt 191). Scott Henderson
is another critic who takes a more positive approach to the film. In "Youth, Excess and
the Musical Momen,t" he looks at the role of music in 10 Things I Hate About You and
Tank Girl, examining how it works to shape youth identity. He argues that these films
may be "positioned as progressive texts in terms of their construction of femininity"
because they position "their main female characters in opposition to the conventional
feminine role rather than providing the social integration so central to both the classical
musical and the contemporary teen film" (Henderson 147). He notes the film's
association of Kat with independent music and her desire to play music herself, claiming
that these illustrate that Kat's identity cannot be "fully contained by the romantic
narrative," demonstrating a refusal to conform to traditional gendered boundaries
(Henderson 148). Henderson's article comes to the conclusion that, primarily through its
employment of music, 10 Things is a film that pushes "back against these classic
conventions of teenage romance," presenting the appearance of an average teen film
while maintaining a sense of excess and having characters who do not fully conform
(Henderson 156). Michael D. Friedman also argues for the film in "The Feminist as
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Shrew in 10 Things I Hate About You,” claiming that the film depicts Kat's evolution
from second-wave feminism to the third-wave feminism prominent in the 1990s. He
does this by comparing the film with its screenplay. Friedman examines the ways that
Kat's feminism falls into stereotype (being abrasive, especially with men; her views being
reduced to "predictable dogma"; the idea of the feminist as castrating) and how it
eventually moves away from these outdated ideas through "the challenge of race and the
Riot Grrrl movement" (Friedman 52, 55). Friedman concludes his article by asserting
that third-wave feminism is able to "overcome the shrewish stereotype of the feminist
that is holding back the women's rights movement" (Friedman 62).
As several critics have pointed out, the portrayal of feminism in 10 Things I Hate
About You comes across as painfully stereotypical. Kat seems to fall perfectly into the
category of the man hating feminist, often appearing aggressive and combative (much
like her Shakespearean counterpart). During the first classroom scene, one of Kat's
classmates says that she enjoyed reading The Sun Also Rises because she found it
romantic. Kat responds with exasperation, exclaiming, "Romantic? Hemingway? He
was an abusive, alcoholic misogynist who squandered half his life hanging around
Picasso trying to nail his leftovers." The eye roll from Mr. Morgan, the teacher, seems to
imply that outbursts like this are pretty common from Kat and that others have learned to
simply brush off her feminist tirades. She goes on to ask him why they cannot read more
women writers, rattling off names like Sylvia Plath and Simone de Beauvoir (names one
would expect to hear from a second-wave feminist, not a young high school student of
the nineties).
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Figure 1

Mr. Morgan rolls his eyes.

When Patrick comes stumbling into class late, asking what he missed, Kat is quick to
respond with, "The oppressive patriarchal values that dictate our education." This scene
is the first time that viewers see Kat speak and, already, feminist politics have been
brought into play. Kat's stereotypical association with second-wave feminism,
particularly the literature of the movement, can also be seen when she is at home, curled
up in a chair reading a large copy of The Bell Jar and when she slams a copy of The
Feminine Mystique against Patrick's chest as she leaves the bookstore, seemingly not
even having to search hard to locate the book.
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Figure 2

Kat reading The Bell Jar.

Figure 3

Kat hands Patrick a copy of The Feminine Mystique.

Kat's stereotyped feminism also appears in her attitude towards teenage culture and the
aggression she exhibits towards certain male characters (just like her Shakespearean
counterpart). Kat's distaste towards the activities of her peers is made obvious from the
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film's beginning, when Kat can be seen ripping a prom poster down on her way to class
(an action that is repeated later in the film). To Kat, prom is nothing to be excited over
and is merely an "antiquated mating ritual." This same distaste is shown towards Bogey
Lowenstein’s party, which she claims is just an excuse for teenagers to grind against one
another to distract themselves from their "meaningless consumer driven lives." As Kat
prepares to say the previous quote, Bianca and her friend Chasity chime in, saying Kat's
criticism in a monotonous tone that (like Mr. Morgan's eye roll) implies this is something
they have heard dozens of times before. Not only does the film give Kat stereotypical
responses, it seems that she has a limited number, repeating the same phrases over and
over until they become meaningless and those around her have them memorized. Kat's
aggression towards men often seems to take a violent route and, as Friedman suggests,
seems to align itself with the idea of feminism as castrating. The best example of this is
Bobby Ridgeway who, viewers are informed, had to have testicle retrieval surgery
because of how hard Kat kicked him. However, as with Kate, Kat's physical violence is
not without reason as viewers later learn that she kicked Bobby because he tried to grope
her in the lunch line. Kat's violent reaction seems reasonable when viewers learn that it
was provoked by sexual assault.
While there is no doubting that, for much of the film, Kat is the embodiment of a
stereotype, 10 Things establishes early on that it is intentionally playing with these types
of exaggerated stereotypes. As Michael tours Cameron around the school, he shows him
the various cliques: the "basic beautifuls," comprised of popular students who get
aggressive just because Michael, a nerd, dares to say hello to them; the "edgy" coffee
kids, dressed in berets and sunglasses that are too tiny to be functional, screaming about
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how their spilt coffee was "Costa Rican;" the white Rastas who are "semi-political" but
mostly spend their days getting high; the suburban cowboys who have never been near a
ranch; the future MBAs, all on the path to attending Ivy League schools and the group
Michael himself used to be a part of before they heard a rumor that he shops at an outlet
mall. These are not characterizations of actual people, just like Kat, for the beginning
portion of the film, is not a characterization of an actual feminist. 10 Things plays up the
exaggerated stereotypes of its characters, seeking to remind its audience that it (like its
source text) is a comedy. These individuals are supposed to invoke humor. Also, as
Henderson notes in his article, by establishing these characters as "cartoonish caricatures"
the film is able to humanize them as the story progresses, showing growth as "they learn
to see (and reveal themselves) beyond farcical surfaces" (Henderson 135). As Kat
mentions to Patrick on the way back to her home after Bogey's party, "the only thing
people know about [her] is that [she's] scary." At the film's beginning, this seems like it
is the only thing Kat knows about herself too; she knows that she is supposed to be
“tempestuous” or “heinous,” the angry feminist stereotype. But as the film progresses,
she comes to understand that she can be more than that. While she does not quite reach
the third-wave feminism that Friedman suggests she embodies, she does make progress
towards becoming more than a stereotype.
As with Kate in The Taming of the Shrew, there are less aggressive (and less
stereotypical) ways that Kat asserts her agency. One example of this less aggressive
assertion of agency is the moment in the film that causes many critics to classify 10
Things's feminism as "conservative." In a moment alone, Kat admits to her sister that she
went out with Joey for one month when they were in the ninth grade. While she never
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outright says that the two had sex, she implies it: "Once, right after mom left, because
everyone was doing it." After this encounter, Kat decided that she was not ready, told
Joey, and he dumped her out of anger. Far from being the conservative, abstinence
message that many critics claim it to be, Kat's choice here seems more about bodily
autonomy. Kat's statement that "everyone was doing it," seems to imply that her decision
to sleep with Joey was derived more from a fragile young girl's desire to fit it than it was
from an actual desire for sex. She recognized this and, refusing to put herself in a
situation that would make her uncomfortable, she chooses to be in control of her body
and her sexuality. As displayed by his actions throughout the film (such as insulting Kat
and valuing Bianca purely because of her virginity) and his choice to leave Kat because
she asserts her right to choose, Joey is an individual who lacks respect for women and
who tends to view them as objects more than people (just as the men in Taming view
Kate as a means to an end). Kat's decision to cease her physical relationship with him
shows not a message of conservative sexuality but more so a positive message of making
the choice to exclude a misogynistic individual from her life.
Music and Riot Grrrl culture, as noted by Deitchman and others, play a significant
role in constructing Kat's identity in this film. From the very start, it is obvious that
music is supposed to be an integral part of who Kat is (seemingly taking the delight "in
music, instruments, and poetry" that is ascribed to Bianca in Taming and giving it to this
film's Kate) (1.1.93). The opening shot of the film pans over the city of Seattle and the
suburbs where Kat and Bianca live and eventually comes to focus on a car full of girls,
smiling and dancing along to the sounds of the Barenaked Ladies. However, the
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stereotypical teen film scene is quickly disturbed as Kat pulls up next to them, the sound
of "Bad Reputation" by Joan Jett taking over.

Figure 4

The opening scene of 10 Things.

Figure 4 (continued)

While Joan Jett is not a Riot Grrrl artist, the song, which proudly proclaims that "a girl
can do what she wants to do and that's what I'm gonna do," is meant to establish Kat's
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connection to a movement of women who do not care what others think of them and who
unabashedly pursue their own interests.1 The film continues to associate Kat with music,
showing her several times in or leaving a music store and making it clear that she is a fan
of "Thai food, feminist prose, and angry girl music of the indie rock persuasion." Even
Kat's bedroom lends to the association of her with the Riot Grrrl movement, with a
leather jacket in the corner and a wall covered in band posters.

Figure 5

Kat in her bedroom.

Kat's association with the Riot Grrrl movement is the only interest of hers that links her
with a more contemporary form of feminism. However, as critics have pointed out, Kat's
favorite band is not an actual Riot Grrrl band.
Though viewers are informed that she is a fan of groups such as Bikini Kill and
The Raincoats, Kat's favorite band (that appears several times in the film) is the

1

Joan Jett however, is not a perfect model of progressive feminism. In 2015, Huffington Post
Highline published an article in which it revealed that the singer sat by and watched as her friend
and bassist, Jackie Fuchs, was drugged and raped in front of a crowd of individuals.
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alternative rock group, Letters to Cleo. While not an actual Riot Grrrl band (presumably
because it would be difficult to convince a Riot Grrrl band to star in a mainstream, teen
flick and because these groups' penchant for curse words could have prevented the film
from securing its PG-13 rating), Letters to Cleo does invoke some of the Riot Grrrl
principles. The band is comprised of male musicians but is fronted by a female singer,
whose presence seems to dominate the stage when the camera focuses on her. When the
band performs at Padua High's prom, the singer's bright red dress, messy hair, tattoos,
and vocals backed by electric guitars differs greatly from the previous singer and band.
Also lending to a slight Riot Grrrl feel is the fact that the two songs the band performs in
the film ("Cruel to Be Kind" and "I Want You to Want Me") were originally performed
by men. In a move common of Riot Grrrl groups (such as when The Raincoats recorded
a version of The Kinks's "Lola"), Letters to Cleo takes songs that are originally centered
around masculine voices and desires and has them vocalized by a female voice. It is no
wonder then that Kat (whose Shakespearean counterpart is known for going against
gender norms) favors this band. Kat is not only a fan of Riot Grrrl music, but the film
implies that she desires to be a part of one of these bands herself, thus implying that she
too wishes to subvert the gender norms. On the way home from Bogey's party, Kat
expresses this desire when she says "I should do this," gesturing towards the radio that is
playing "Cruel to Be Kind." This desire appears again when the film shows Kat in Gil's
music shop, seated and playing a guitar, her eyes closed as she loses herself in the music.
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Figure 6

Kat plays the guitar while Patrick watches.

While Clement is correct in her assertion that Kat's seated position here does not
resemble the aggressive stances taken by Riot Grrrls as they play their guitars, that does
not negate the fact that the film has provided evidence of Kat working towards what she
desires to be. She may not be a Riot Grrrl (or a true feminist) yet, but she is in the
process of becoming one. Deitchman also connects the scene in which Kat reads her
version of Shakespeare's Sonnet 141 to the Riot Grrrl movement, noting that the
repetition of the phrase "I hate" seems to invoke the anger found in many Riot Grrrl
songs and that even some of the lines, such as "I hate the way you talk to me" and "I hate
it when you stare," seem to embody the feminist concerns of Riot Grrrls. However,
Deitchman asserts that while the words here seem Riot Grrrl in nature, Kat's appearance
and performance are not. As Kat stands in front of the classroom delivering her poem,
hands clutching her black binder covered in stickers, she is dressed in a simple skirt and
blouse and her voice wavers a bit, seeming to tremble with emotion.

31

Figure 7

Kat reads her version of Sonnet 141.

Deitchman claims that this stands in stark contrast not only with the confidence and anger
expressed by Riot Grrrls but also with the Riot Grrrl-esque wardrobe Kat is seen wearing
earlier in the film, articles of clothing such as cargo pants, camouflage tops, and leather
trench coats. However, the film seems to offer no prescriptive wardrobe for its Riot
Grrrls. Kat is often seen wearing clothes that vary from pants to skirts to tube tops to
hoodies and the patrons of Club Skunk, the club Kat goes to to see Letters to Cleo
perform, are all dressed differently, wearing everything from cargo pants to dresses. The
Riot Grrrl movement was not concerned with the fashion choices of its participants, and
Deitchman's attention to Kat's wardrobe here seems more to imply that feminism and
feminine cannot coexist. It seems to ignore the fact that people can be multi-faceted.
This scene occurs near the film's end, and Kat has been slowly evolving away from the
stereotype she began the film as. She has come to the point where she seems to accept
that a feminist, like a Riot Grrrl, does not come in only one form. As Friedman notes,
32

Kat grows and eventually develops an "acceptance of alternative goals for the feminist
movement, as well as the alternative means to attain them" (Friedman 55).
The film ends with Patrick gifting Kat a guitar, the very fender Stratocaster she is
shown playing earlier.

Figure 8

Kat finds the guitar in her car.

Some critics view this as asserting the idea that Kat needs a man to validate her desire for
music. Others view it as a hopeful ending, suggesting that Kat will go on to become the
Riot Grrrl she dreams of being. The film seems to imply it is the latter. While Patrick is
the one who gives Kat the guitar, she is never shown seeking his validation. She is
associated with music from the beginning, and it is something she actively pursues even
when she thinks he is not around (such as when she plays the guitar in the music shop).
Kat's father has agreed to pay her tuition for Sarah Lawrence, her dream school, and it
can be implied that she will go on to attend it. Patrick gives her the guitar she longs for
(deviating from Petruchio and using the money he received to benefit Kat), and it can be
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assumed that Kat will use this guitar to advance her interest in music. The film's end
seems to suggest that Kat still clings to her feminist principles exhibited earlier in the
film (her desire to pursue an education at the school of her choosing despite what her
father says and her association with the Riot Grrrl movement) but, because she has
moved away from the "feminazi" stereotype, the others around her are more willing to
embrace these principles.
Another form of feminism that appears in 10 Things I Hate About You is
embodied in positive female friendships. These do not exist in the world of Taming of
the Shrew. The only women Kate interacts with are her sister and the widow, both of
which she scolds and the former she ties up and interrogates. While Kat begins the film
as a kind of outcast, she develops close female relationships as she distances herself from
the second-wave feminism stereotype. Perhaps the best example of this positive female
friendship is her relationship with Bianca. Just like the sisters in Shakespeare's original
work, Kat and Bianca begin the film at odds. Kat is quick to tell her father that Bianca
likes Joey (knowing how overprotective their father can be), Bianca consistently calls her
sister a loser, and Kat becomes angry when she sees Bianca wearing their mother's pearls,
telling her that they do not look good on her. But, little by little, their relationship
develops into a tighter bond. Kat attends Bogey Lowenstein’s party and prom not
because Patrick asked her to, but because her sister did. Desperate to go to Bogey's party,
Bianca asks Kat if she can, for one night, forget that she is "completely wretched" and
"be [her] sister." Kat, after listening to her sister plead, relents and says that she will
"make an appearance," causing Bianca and Chasity to squeal and wrap her in a hug.
Kat's motivation to attend the party is not the invitation from Patrick; in fact, she seems to
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have forgotten all about him, as when she opens the door to leave, she is surprised to see
him standing there. Prom night is a similar occurrence. Kat, who has previously
expressed nothing but distaste towards prom (so much so that her father thinks she is
joking when she leaves for the event), changes her opinion about attending not because
Patrick asks her to go but because she sees how upset Bianca is about not being able to
attend. As the two sisters become closer, Kat's strength and aggressive feminism seems
to transfer to her sister, who at prom punches Joey several times (one of which she claims
is for her sister) before kneeing him in the groin. Not only does the film depict positive
female relationships but it also suggests, through Kat's moving away from her stereotype,
the positive influence of feminism in these friendships.
While feminism does inform the film's main character, it is certainly not the most
progressive form of feminism. As Clement points out, the film fails to engage with race,
class, or sexuality, all of which are concerns of the third-wave feminism that Kat seems
to be striving for. The only named characters of color that appear in the film are Mr.
Morgan, the English teacher, and Chasity, Bianca's friend who is quick to steal Joey away
from her. After Kat complains about the lack of female writers in the curriculum, Mr.
Morgan thanks her for her point of view and says, "I know how difficult it must be for
you to overcome all those years of upper-middle class suburban oppression." He goes on
to complain, with good reason, about how the school does not buy books written by black
men. As he says this, viewers are provided their first glimpse at the paintings on the
classroom walls, most of which appear to be white, male authors, seeming to confirm Mr.
Morgan's point that the school's curriculum seems to value only one type of voice. While
Friedman claims that Mr. Morgan's outburst reminds Kat "to ponder the existence of
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victims of oppression other than upper-middle class white girls [which] functions in the
same manner as the objections raised by non-white feminists to the narrow interests of
the second wave," there is no suggestion in the film that Kat ever ponders this idea of
racial oppression (Friedman 55). After Mr. Morgan finishes speaking, she asks "anything
else" before being sent to the office and that is the end of the film's commentary on race.
Mr. Morgan's rant also draws attention to the fact that Kat is upper-middle class, and her
feminism and desire for activism never extend to those who lie outside this realm. Much
of the film takes place either at the school or Kat's home in the peaceful suburbs, refusing
to acknowledge a world outside of the upper-middle class bubble. When the film does
acknowledge class, it is in an attempt to generate laughter. When the girls' father asks
them what they think the fifteen-year-old mother of twins said to him after he delivered
her babies, Bianca responds, "I'm a crack whore who should've made my skeezy
boyfriend wear a condom." The idea of a "crack whore," teenage mother carries with it
certain ideas of class and while Kat is not the one who says this, she also says nothing in
defense of the young girl. Sexuality, too, is also only touched upon briefly for humor.
When Cameron attempts to figure out why Kat is so averse to men, Bianca assures him
that her sister is not "harboring same-sex tendencies" because she once found a photo of
Jared Leto in her drawer. Later on in the film, when Michael and Cameron are trying to
help Patrick figure out a way to win Kat over, Michael quotes Sonnet 56, "sweet love
renew thy force," causing Patrick to look around and tell him not to say things like that
because people might hear. Both brief mentions of homosexuality that appear in the film
are for humor's sake at the expense of taking same sex desire seriously. While Kat does
move away from her stereotypical second-wave feminism, she never quite reaches third36

wave because the film does not allow for the inclusion of anyone other than white, uppermiddle class women in her feminism.
Julia Stiles's Kat works as a modern day interpretation of Kate. She possesses the
same aggression and anger (although this time it stems from feminism) and, similar to
Kate, has to find a better alternative than anger and violence to express her strength. Kat
exhibits growth from a second-wave feminist stereotype, but she never quite reaches
third-wave feminism. She fails to be inclusive with her feminism and the film never
allows her to fully exhibit her change. Perhaps, as the guitar and her acceptance to Sarah
Lawrence present the idea of hope for Kat's future, Kat's progression towards a less
stereotypical feminism presents the idea that she will achieve third-wave feminism in the
future. However, just as Shakespeare's play ends with an ambiguous speech, leaving
readers unsure of whether Kate has been tamed, 10 Things leaves viewers unsure whether
Kat will ever embody a truly progressive form of feminism. The same could be
wondered about Stiles, whose Ivy League education (that would begin not long after 10
Things premiered) closely parallels Kat's future education at a private liberal arts college
and whose creative upbringing bares resemblance to Kat's interest in music and art. Will
Stiles ever embody a true progressive feminism or she will always be just short of her
goal?
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OTHELLO AND O
O premiered in 2001, two years after 10 Things I Hate About You and one year
after Hamlet, and by then Stiles's name had become closely associated with the genre of
teen Shakespeare. Many actors have their specialties and Stiles's had become "Bard-forteens films" (Shaw). While Stiles did not set out to be a Shakespearean actress, she also
had no qualms about playing the roles that allowed her to bring to life the works of her
favorite playwright (as her mother told Rolling Stone, Stiles always wanted to be in
Othello) (Dunn). Even though O was postponed for several years (due to Miramax not
wanting to release it so soon after the Columbine massacre), Stiles's enthusiasm about the
film did not seem to dim over time. In a 2002 interview, she claims that one of the main
reasons she loved the script, beyond any involvement with Shakespeare, was because it
was the "first time teenagers were taken seriously in a movie" ("O-Interview"). While O
does not foreground the idea of feminism as explicitly as 10 Things, it still presents
female characters who possess strength and agency. Desdemona is a character who
asserts her independence in a society that tries to deprive her of it and who possesses a
warrior-like spirit, traits that carry over into Julia Stiles's Desi in O. While neither
character is necessarily radical in their words or actions, they are also more than the
submissive wife or the seen-but-not-heard girlfriend, more than only "ocular proof" of
Othello's acquisitive masculinity (3.3.357).
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Othello
Much of the scholarship written on Othello tends to focus on the titular character
and the manipulative Iago (such as Stephen Greenblatt's "Improvisation and Power" and
Harold Bloom's Iago: The Strategies of Evil). However, some critics have turned their
attention to Desdemona. One such critic is Ann Jennalie Cook, who suggests in "The
Design of Desdemona: Doubt Raised and Resolved,” that Desdemona's narrative is
constructed in a way that parallels both Othello's and Iago's. Cook argues that "a crucial
element of the play's design is the linearity, or sequence, in which audiences receive
information that must be used in order to make sense of [Desdemona's] character" (Cook
187). She claims that Shakespeare begins by constructing Desdemona ambiguously,
making readers wonder if she truly is the "lovely, intelligent, well-bred young woman,"
and that it is not until the final act that he allows the audience to fully trust her
(describing her death as the act of "a persistently courageous and loving spirit") (Cook
188, 193). For Cook, this structure of Desdemona's narrative allows for "a remarkable
degree of understanding for Othello" as well as "a congruency of design" in the play
itself. Sara Deats in her article, "The 'Erring Barbarian' and the 'Maiden Never Bold':
Racist and Sexist Representations in Othello," notes that while Othello and Desdemona
begin the play as "the complete man whom passion cannot rule" and "the liberated
woman who dares to choose her own mate," they end the play as the "erring barbarian
and submissive wife of conventional ideology" (Deats 189). For Deats, Desdemona
begins as a character free from the ideology of her society, but her "tragedy resides in her
failure to question the dominant discourse of women's subservience within marriage,
even when this union is stripped of mutuality" (Deats 199). She acknowledges
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Desdemona's strength, examining the different male perspectives of her throughout the
play (Barbantio seeing her as "a valuable commodity," Cassio idealizing her, Iago
slandering her, and Othello presenting a spectrum of views) and showing how
Desdemona defies these expectations the first time that she appears, boldly speaking
before the senate (Deats 201). Yet, however bold she may appear at the start, Deats
proposes that she is "never as unconventional as she first appears," claiming that her view
of marriage remains conventional and that "she defines herself in relation to men...but not
as an independent individual" (Deats 204). Primarily, she defines herself in relation to
Othello, and Deats claims that this "identification with her husband is so complete that
when he inexplicably turns on her, she withdraws, cowed into passivity, denial, and
helplessness," citing the fact that she never attempts to retaliate against Othello and her
final lines as evidence of this (Deats 206). For Deats, Desdemona (like Othello) begins
the play with strength and agency, but she feels that by the end these attributes have been
stripped from her, along with her identity.
S. N. Garner has also looked at Desdemona in "Shakespeare's Desdemona," which
examines the tendency of the play's male characters to either idealize Desdemona
(viewing her as "goddess") or degrade her (viewing her as "slut") (Garner 235). Garner
notes that Desdemona's character is no "more easily defined than Iago's or Othello's," and
she also draws attention to Desdemona's consistent presence on stage, claiming that "the
meaning of the tragedy depends, then, on a clear vision of her character and experience as
well as those of Othello and Iago" (Garner 235). Garner acknowledges strength in
Desdemona, particularly in her decision to marry Othello, thus cutting herself off from
her countrymen. However, Garner, like Deats, feels that Desdemona ultimately loses this
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strength by the play's end. For Garner, "the most important causes of Desdemona's
powerlessness lie within herself" and her inability to acknowledge her husband's faults
(Garner 246). Similar to Deats, Garner finds Desdemona's final lines to be problematic,
arguing that "even if we see Desdemona as acting out of pure love...her triumph is
undercut because she never confronts the full and unyielding knowledge in the face of
which true love and forgiveness must maintain themselves," and she ultimately dies
without having full knowledge of herself as an individual (Garner 250).
While critics such as Deats and Garner argue that Desdemona's final surrender to
Othello likewise surrenders her agency and strength to define herself, Joan Ozark Holmer
presents a more positive view of Desdemona in "Desdemona, Woman Warrior: 'O, these
men, these men!' (4.3.59)." Holmer argues that, through Desdemona, Shakespeare makes
the “bravest warrior onstage a woman” (Holmer 132). She examines the play’s two
specific references to Desdemona as a warrior and makes the argument that “Desdemona
is literally a warrior in the Christian sense," based upon Erasmus's Handbook of the
Christian Solider, and also "figuratively a warrior in the secular sense since her tongue is
her sword or her only weapon, used defensively against Othello and offensively on behalf
of Othello” (Holmer 133). Unlike Deats and Garner, Holmer does not find issue with
Desdemona's final lines. She views Desdemona's choice to blame herself for her death as
an act of sacrifice, a form of Christian kindness, noting that "here, a woman sets an
example of moral courage to which the men can only aspire" (Holmer 143). Because of
this, Desdemona "wins the eternal war for spiritual salvation," even when she loses her
physical life (Holmer 148).
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In comparison with the domineering Kate, whose voice dominates much of The
Taming of the Shrew, Desdemona speaks very little. In fact, readers see others speak
about her almost as often as she speaks herself. As Garner points out, the men in the play
seem determined to place her within a set category, to view her as either divine, a whore,
or an object. The men speak so often of Desdemona that it could be tempting to allow
their words to define her. Throughout the play, Desdemona is consistently hailed as
"fair," "gentle," and "divine" (1.1.118; 1.2.25; 2.1.73). During the third scene of the
second act, she stands silently on stage while the men praise her, almost appraising her as
if she were an object, going so far as to call her "indeed perfection" (2.3.24). When
Desdemona is not being hailed as perfection or degraded as an adulterer, the men tend to
view her primarily as an object. One of the first mentions of Desdemona in the play
occurs when Iago calls out to her father, "Awake! What ho, Barbantio! Thieves! Thieves!
Thieves! / Look to your house, your daughter, and your bags" (1.1.77-78). From the very
start, she is equated with property, lumped in among her father's house and money. This
is not the only time in the play that Desdemona is viewed this way. The idea of
Desdemona as property, and Othello as thief of that property, appears again when
Barbantio confronts Othello in front of the senate, calling him a "foul thief" and just a
scene later when Othello claims that he "won" Desdemona, speaking of her as though she
is just another spoil of war (1.2.62; 1.3.94). Cassio, too, falls in to the trap of viewing her
as an object when he sees her arrive in Cyprus and claims that "the riches of the ship is
come on shore," once again placing a human woman on par with material goods (2.1.82).
The world in which Desdemona exists is one that wants to force her into a specific
category, that wants to be able to clearly define her. Yet, she cannot possibly fit into any
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of the categories offered to her. To say she is an object is to strip her of any agency, there
is nothing in the text (other than Iago's manipulative words) to suggest that she has ever
been unfaithful to Othello, and she cannot possibly measure up to the level of perfection
that the men want her to reach. Desdemona, like Kate, must find a way to work within
the systems of power in which she finds herself.
Despite Barbantio's insistence that his daughter is "a maiden never bold,"
Desdemona's first lines seems to suggest otherwise (1.3.94). In front of a crowd of men,
her love life and choices laid out for all to judge, she makes the decision to boldly speak
for herself:
DESDEMONA. My noble father,
I do perceive here a divided duty.
To you I am bound for life and education;
My life and education both do learn me
How to respect you. You are the lord of duty;
I am, hitherto, your daughter. But here's my husband,
And so much duty as my mother showed
To you, preferring you before her father,
So much I challenge that I may profess
Due to the Moor my lord. (1.3.179-188)
This is the first time that readers see Desdemona speak, and she immediately makes it
clear that she is more than the fair woman or the stolen property that the men's lines have
characterized her to be. She is clearly intelligent, as indicated not only by her mention of
an education but also by the very way in which she speaks. She tactfully navigates the
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situation, explaining her marriage to Othello not in emotional terms that her father might
simply brush aside, but in logical ones. She uses the logic of her society, reminding her
father that she, like her mother before her, owes her duty and her loyalty to her husband.
She is not aggressive in her rebuke, the way that one would expect a character like Kate
to react. She does not insult her father, nor does she express anger at him for the way that
he treats her husband. Rather, she shows him respect and acknowledges her debt to him
when it comes to her life and her education. This is a woman who is not just beautiful
and who is not a stolen piece of property; she is intelligent and diplomatic. To fail to see
Desdemona’s strength is to run the risk of seeing her as the play's men see her. This is
not to say that Desdemona is not the kind, gentle woman that others praise her to be; she
exhibits these qualities throughout the play. She is not, however, just a kind, gentle
woman. She is also the caring friend who sticks up for Emilia and champions Cassio's
cause. She is the loving wife, who notices when when her husband becomes distressed
and who, instead of choosing to see the worst in him, insists that it must be a matter "of
state" that makes Othello behave harshly (3.3.280-283; 3.4.132). She is, at the same
time, the woman who, as Deats and Garner point out, courageously makes her own
choice. Barbantio, when accusing Othello of using magic to enchant his daughter into
marriage, makes it known that Desdemona has previously been "so opposite to marriage
that she shunned/ The wealthy curlèd darling of [their] nation" (1.2.67-68). She has
previously wanted nothing to do with marriage, so much so that her father thinks magic is
the only thing that could have compelled her to do this. Yet, she chooses Othello. She
surely knows that Othello, a Moor, would not be considered a suitable match for her in
the eyes of her father and countrymen, and she knows that this is a choice that could
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"incur a general mock" (1.3.69). But she chooses him over the darlings of Venice. This
scene early in act one is not the only scene that illustrates Desdemona's strength and
independence. When she and Othello have their dispute over the missing handkerchief,
he tells her to fetch it to which she responds, "Why, so I can, but I will not now:/ This is a
trick to put me from my suit. / Pray you, let Cassio be received again" (3.4.83-85). It is
not that Desdemona outright rejects her husband's request, but she also does not
immediately comply or become submissive. Rather, she sticks to her original task,
placing her own desire first instead of seeking to fulfill her husband's desire. While there
are certainly moments later in the play that Desdemona seems to fall into the more
traditional role of submissive wife, as both Deats and Garner note, there are also
moments that she continues to stand up for herself. These moments are often too quickly
subsumed by the logic of readings that render Desdemona a weak woman in the end,
defeated by the force of male desire and violence.
The primary way that the text seems to imbue Desdemona with strength is
through the association of her with the image of a warrior. As Holmer notes, there are
two specific moments in which the text explicitly refers to Desdemona as warrior. The
first is spoken by Othello, a great warrior himself, whose first words after arriving at
Cyprus are to call his wife "fair warrior" (high praise coming from an esteemed general)
(2.1.174). The second is spoken by Desdemona herself, who calls herself an
"unhandsome warrior" (3.4.143). While she may see herself as an unskilled one,
Desdemona, nonetheless, does make the conscious choice to identify herself as a warrior.
The choice to align Desdemona with the image of warrior is an interesting one and, as
Holmer points out, Shakespeare "employ[s] the descriptive term 'warrior'" for only one
45

other female character, the Amazonian Queen Hippolyta in A Midsummer Night's Dream
(Holmer 132). Therefore, his choice to do so here, with a character who is not a literal
warrior, is indeed significant. While there may only be two lines in which Desdemona is
explicitly called a warrior, these are not the only times that the idea surfaces throughout
the play. Cassio refers to her as "our great captain's captain" and Iago makes the
statement that the "general's wife is now the/ general" (2.1.74; 2.3.288-289). These two
men (who at other points in the play speak of Desdemona as though she is an object)
acknowledge the power that she holds over Othello, using language that not only situates
her as a warrior but a highly ranked warrior. Even Roderigo associates Desdemona with
the idea of warrior, framing her marriage to Othello as a kind of "gross revolt" (1.1.130).
Before Desdemona even appears on stage, Othello tells the senate the story of how she
fell in love with him. He did not win her heart the way one might expect, with poetry or
song or words of love. Instead, he won her heart through words of danger, gruesome
stories of slavery, cannibals, and war, stories that Desdemona would "devour" with
"greedy ear" (1.3.149-150). Desdemona, who has previously shunned other suitors and
marriage as a whole, fell in love with Othello because she loved his stories of war.
Othello also relates to the senate that, after hearing his tales, Desdemona "wished/ That
heaven had made her such a man" (1.3.162-163). While Desdemona could be wishing
that heaven had made a man like that for her to love, she could also be wishing that she
herself was such a man. She longs for the life of a warrior, which is also reflected in her
desire to follow Othello to Cyprus. She tells the Duke that if Othello goes and she is left
in Venice to be "a moth of peace" then "the rites for why [she] love[s] him are bereft
[her]" (1.3.253-254). Othello seems to recognize this warrior-like nature in his wife. Not
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only does he call her "fair warrior," but he repeatedly places his trust in her, the way that
he would with Iago or Cassio or any of the others who fight by his side (2.1.174). When
Othello is brought before the senate and accused of using magic to charm Desdemona, he
urges them to send for his wife to let her speak for him. If he is found "foul in her
report," then the senate may pass their judgments upon him and his life (1.3.117).
Contrary to Iago's view of women and Othello's own later distorted view, he here places
all of his trust in her. This same sentiment is echoed when Barbantio warns Othello that
Desdemona may deceive him too. Othello responds to his father-in-law by stating, "My
life upon her faith" (1.3.291). Once again, he places all of his trust in his fellow soldier.
This idea of Desdemona as warrior is also demonstrated by the way that she fights for
others. When Iago insults Emilia at the play's beginning, telling Cassio that she has "too
much" speech, Desdemona defends her, and when he continues on, shifting his attention
to women in general, she calls him a "slanderer" (2.1.102, 112). She has no qualms about
standing up to Iago and she is the only central character in the play whom he does not
find a way to manipulate. Desdemona even goes so far as to urge Emilia to break out of
the position of obedient wife (perhaps encouraging her friend to also stage a "gross
revolt"), telling her, "Do not/ learn of him, Emilia, though he be thy husband" (1.1.130;
2.1.157-158). Desdemona also fights for Cassio when he desperately wishes to be
restored to Othello’s good favor. She promises him that she will appeal his case to her
husband, saying "If I do vow a friendship I'll perform it/ To the last article" (3.3.21-22).
This idea of striving to fulfill a vow until the very end calls to mind a knight or a soldier
fulfilling their duty, a distinctly masculine concept of friendship. And Desdemona does
as she promises, continuing to bring Cassio's case up to Othello no matter how many
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times her husband brushes it off. Desdemona not only fights for others, but also for
herself. Her immediate response after Othello strikes her is to declare that she has "not
deserved this" and when she and Othello argue in the next scene, she responds to his
accusations by insisting, "By heaven, you do me wrong" (4.1.228; 4.2.80). As Othello
continues on, asking his wife if she is a "strumpet," Desdemona continues to defend
herself, claiming that she is "a Christian" and telling Othello that "if to preserve this
vessel for [her] lord/ From any other foul, unlawful touch/ Be not to be a strumpet, [she
is] none" (4.2.81-84). Reputation is such a valuable thing within this play and
Desdemona is quick to passionately defend her own. When the couple's argument is over
and Othello takes his leave, Emilia asks Desdemona what is "the matter with [Emilia's]
lord" (4.2.97). Desdemona asks who Emilia's lord is and Emilia tells her mistress, "he
that is yours," to which Desdemona responds "I have none" (4.2.99-100). While some
may argue that Desdemona ends this play as the submissive wife, she seems here to
abandon her role as wife altogether, refusing to see Othello as her lord. While these are
not moments in which Desdemona physically fights, there is a sense of resistance, if not
clear defiance. She has been attacked by the man she loves (physically and verbally) and
she has no idea why. Instead of cowering in fear, staying silent, or even admitting to a
crime she did not commit simply to appease her husband, she boldly states the truth.
Often undermining these moments of strength and vitality, Desdemona’s death
scene is one that many critics find to be problematic. Her husband, who, despite her
ceaseless loyalty, believes she has betrayed him, has just smothered her. Yet she uses her
last breaths to attempt to save him. For many, Desdemona's cry of "I myself" when
Emilia asks her who has killed her seems to be the ultimate act of the submissive wife
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(5.2.121). Either she truly believes that Othello has murdered her due to some fault of
her own– internalizing the loathing that surrounds her– or she still wishes to be the loyal
wife, even as she is dying. However, Desdemona shows her warrior spirit even in death.
She does not die peacefully, nor does she simply lay back and allow Othello to do as he
wishes. As Othello prepares to kill his wife, he continues to accuse her of having an
affair with Cassio, and she continues to profess her innocence, claiming that she does not
know "guiltiness" and that the only sins she bears are her loves for Othello (5.2.39). She
speaks with him instead of crying out for help, which might seem odd in this situation,
but not when recalling that Desdemona's rhetorical skills have always worked for her
before. When it becomes clear that her pleas of innocence will not work, Desdemona
begins to fight for more time, asking for a night, "an hour," and "one prayer" (5.2.82-83).
She begs for her life and struggles against him (as indicated by both the stage directions
in the Norton edition, "[struggling]," and Othello's question of "no more moving" when
he believes that she is finally dead) (5.2.92). Desdemona, here, for the first time in the
play, physically fights for herself. In her last moments of life, Desdemona is asked by
Emilia who murdered her, and she responds, "Nobody; I myself" (5.2.121). With these
three words, Desdemona commits the most profound act of self-sacrifice seen within the
play. Suicide, during this time period, was considered a sin (the reason that the priest in
Hamlet appears so reluctant to give Ophelia a churchyard burial) and a pox on one's
reputation ("the immortal part of [oneself]," according to Cassio) (2.3.242). As noted by
Holmer, if it was believed that Desdemona committed suicide, then she "could expect
maimed burial rites or even burial at a crossroads with a stake in her heart" (Holmer 143).
Yet, Desdemona expresses no concern over what others will think of her once she is gone
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and willingly damns her reputation for the man that she loves. She does what any loyal
warrior would be expected to do and sacrifices herself for someone else.
O
While most scholars are willing to acknowledge that Desdemona does possess
some strength, the same cannot be said of scholars who write about Desi in O. As with
Othello, a vast majority of scholarship on O tends to center around the Othello and Iago
characters. One example is Gregory M. Colón Semenza's article, "Shakespeare after
Columbine: Teen Violence in Tim Blake Nelson's O," which looks at the film in relation
to the Columbine massacre and considers how it "appropriates Shakespeare as a lens
through which to analyze teen violence in America" (Semenza 101). While much of
Semenza's article examines the characterization of and interactions between O and Hugo,
he does touch briefly upon Desi. He notes the discussion about race that occurs between
Odin and Desi, stating that while the pair "[demonstrate] their own comfortable
willingness to confront the issue," the dialogue reveals "Desi's inclination to exoticize
Odin" (Semenza 112). While much of the scholarship on O focuses on the male
characters or the film's use of violence, there are a few scholars who look at Desi, the
film's Desdemona. Elizabeth A. Deitchman examines Desi in relation to the idea of the
"Good Girl," claiming that O, "more than any other film in Stiles's Shakespearean
oeuvre[...]illustrates how her status as a Good Girl, dependent upon her classed and
gendered whiteness, allows her to be at once invisibly universal and visibly ideal," noting
that Desi blends in with yet also stands apart from the rest of the mostly white cast
(Deitchman 489). Deitchman also claims that the film contributes to Stiles's Good Girl
image by drawing upon the idea of a relationship between whiteness and sexual purity,
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often drawing attention to the contrast between the two lead characters' skin tones and
stating that "race is a crucial concern of Othello, but in O it seems to be Desi's sexual
relationship with Odin" that plays upon white fears of dark desires (Deitchman 490). Dee
Anna Phares argues in her article, "Desi 'Was a Ho': Ocular (Re)Proof and the Story of
O," that the film presents a "muted yet highly conspicuous Desdemona figure" and that it
"repeatedly reinvokes patriarchal values through its clichéd representations of race and
sex and its over accentuation of the visual" (Phares 34). For Phares, Desi is "more often
seen than heard," and she lacks the oral force of her Shakespearean counterpart (Phares
35). Phares claims that the film is primarily set up through Hugo's point of view and,
thus, "the audience is forced to see the women through his eyes," coming to the
conclusion that Desi, and the film's other female characters, "exist to be viewed and
reproved" (Phares 36, 48).
Despites Phares's claims that "Hugo's–and Odin's–warped vision of femininity
stands as the only vision of femininity, and agency and speech are erased until
nothing[...]of them is left," Desi does seem to embody the same strengths as Desdemona,
presenting viewers with a more nuanced vision of femininity than critics such as Phares
acknowledge. For one, the film clearly indicates that Desi, like Desdemona, is well
educated and intelligent. She attends an elite preparatory school and plans on attending
Duke after graduation (as indicated by a couple of lines given to O and the Duke pennant
that is seen hanging on her bedroom wall). Desi's presence looms in the film from the
very beginning, despite the fact that she does not speak until the 11:20 mark. The camera
captures Desi's presence in the crowd at the basketball game that opens the film, sitting in
the front row and cheering on O. She is also in the next scene, the medium shot showing
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her proudly beaming as O receives his MVP award, and she can be seen dancing and
chatting at the party in the following scene.

Figure 9

Desi and friends watch proudly as Odin is named MVP.

If, as Garner suggests, Desdemona's consistent presence on stage (even in scenes in
which she does not speak) means that understanding the tragedy depends upon "a clear
vision of her character and experience," then the same may be argued for Desi, who is
present in the film from the very start (Garner 235). While these early silent appearances
might seem to go along with Phares's suggestion that Desi lacks the verbal force of
Desdemona, her first lines in the film seem to counter this reading of Desi's authority.
Leading up to the film's version of the senate scene, Roger can be seen outside the home
of the school's dean (Desi's father), calling him and telling him that someone has "sort of
stole[n] something" from him (echoing the men of Othello who view Desdemona as
property). The next scene shows O, Dean Brable, and the coach all in the dean's office,
arguing about the accusations that have been made against O. Desi enters after knocking
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gently on the door, her entrance appearing almost hesitant. Her lines in this scene,
however, are anything but. When confronted by her father, she calmly tells him that she
and Odin "have been together now for four months." Her father angrily asks what
"together" means and Desi, still in the same, even tone, tells him, "Dad, that's none of
your business." The camera, which has previously been shifting between characters,
stays focused on Desi's face in a close up shot as her father angrily says, "I asked you a
question," seemingly hoping to intimidate his daughter into responding. One at first
might expect her to comply. After all, she is visually situated lower than the other
characters in the scene, and he is her father, her authority figure. Yet Desi remains
resolute, continues to look up at her father, and simply states, "and I said it's none of your
business."

Figure 10

Desi firmly asserts that her relationship is not her father’s business.
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It is only after this final statement of defiance that the camera returns to her father,
capturing a reaction shot of his expression of defeat. Unlike Desdemona in front of the
senate, who diplomatically navigates the situation and acknowledges a debt to her father,
Desi uses this moment to assert herself as an individual. In fact, her defiance of her
father here seems almost more like Kate from The Taming of the Shrew than it does like
Desdemona, perhaps drawing on Stiles's role as Kat in 10 Things. This same idea of Desi
asserting her individuality and independence from her father is echoed a few scenes later
as she and Odin lay in bed together. She tells O, "my father's a smart man but he's never
actually been through anything. He acts like he's in control all the time but, really, he's
just scared." Again, Desi embodies Desdemona's strength but pushes it a bit further,
directly speaking against her controlling father.
While the film never explicitly refers to Desi as a warrior the way that play does
to Desdemona, she still possesses the warrior-like qualities of her Shakespearean
counterpart. For one, O seems to place the same amount of trust in her that Othello
places in Desdemona. While in Dean Brable's office, O tells his girlfriend's father that if
Desi claims he "did anything even close to wrong to her" then he will leave the school,
which would mean forfeiting not only his relationship but also his position as star
basketball player. He stakes everything upon her word. Desi also embodies
Desdemona's warrior spirit in the way that she fights for both others and herself. Like
Desdemona, she is willing to speak her mind about the film's Iago character. She openly
admits to Emily that she does not trust Hugo and when she and the others are waiting for
O at the hospital, she gets fed up with Hugo's insensitive jokes and asks if he can "stop
being a sarcastic asshole [for] just once," once again pushing her outspokenness a bit
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further than Desdemona. She also follows Desdemona's pattern of fighting for Cassio
and, perhaps one of the film's most interesting additions, she continually stands up for
Roger (the film's Roderigo character). When Roger is attacked by Michael during the
party scene, Desi is quick to help him to his feet, and at the slam dunk competition, while
Jason and Michael flick Roger's ears and whisper insults to him, she demands that they
leave him alone, kindly reassuring him that it is okay to sit near them. Not only is she
willing to stand up against someone whom she clearly dislikes, but she is also willing to
take a stand against characters whom she considers to be friends. The final person for
whom Desi fights is herself, in a manner that is far less subtle than Desdemona. When
she and O fight over the missing handkerchief, she quickly stands to her feet (placing
herself on the same level as he) and tells him that he should go. Their fight continues on,
filmed in a shot-reverse-shot sequence, showing the two teenagers becoming increasingly
more upset. When O begins to let it slip that he thinks Desi is having sex with Michael,
she becomes even angrier. The camera watches her over O's shoulder, her face flushed
with anger as she fires back at her jealous boyfriend: "If you want to ask me if I'm
cheating on you, go ahead, get some balls, and ask. You're the only person I've ever been
with or want to be with. And if you want to be with me then don't ever talk to me like
that again, ever."
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Figure 11

Desi argues with Odin.

While Desdemona also passionately responds to her husband's accusations of
unfaithfulness, her retorts do not hold the same amount of venom as Desi's, who calls O's
manhood into question and who offers an ultimatum on their relationship, placing the
power to end things in her hands. Desi also physically fights against O during the scene
in which he murders her. She struggles as he strangles her, pushing against him, hitting
him, and pulling at his hands. When she hears Emily's voice, she struggles with a
renewed strength, seemingly attempting to free herself so that she can cry out for help.
Significantly, after O kills Desi, she does not wake up again. The film removes
Desdemona's resurrection and claim that she was the one who killed herself, a choice that
Holmer notes in her article. While this does remove the self-sacrificing warrior from
Desi's character, it also removes a line that many contemporary viewers could find
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problematic and could view as diminishing or contradicting Desi's previously shown
strength.
While Desi certainly maintains the strengths of the character that she is based
upon, presenting a view of femininity more positive than the one offered by Hugo, the
film's feminism cannot sustain its progressive force, particularly when it comes to Desi's
treatment of race. Whereas Desdemona, as Deats notes, "never gives the slightest
indication that she regards her husband as different or foreign," Desi seems hyperaware
of O's difference from those around him (Deats 195). The film's status as an adaptation
of Othello makes the topic of race unavoidable, and it goes out of its way to remind the
audience that Odin does not fit the stereotypes that his white classmates expect him to (as
he expresses in his final speech, his mother is not a "crackhead" and he is not a
"gangbanger" or "hood rat drug dealer"). While Desi and Odin's relationship might
certainly be viewed as progressive at Palmetto Grove (after all, he is the only black
student at the school and the film is set in the southern United States), Desi seems to
think herself more progressive than she actually is. As she and Odin lay shirtless in bed
together, she runs her hands along his back, tracing a scar that she finds there. He asks if
she wants to know how he got the scar and then proceeds to tell her a story about how he
"was a C-section baby and they cut too far" because his mother could not afford a good
doctor. Desi, in utter disbelief, looks at O and asks if he is serious to which he responds
with a laugh and an admission that he really got the scar from falling off of his
skateboard, something that could happen to any teenager. The film's attempt to erase
racial difference inadvertently highlights Desi's fetishizing of racial difference. While
Desi might like to think that she is progressive, she still is just as inclined as her
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classmates to believe that O fits into preconceived stereotypes. As the conversation
between the pair continues on, the focus shifts to the beginning of their relationship.
Odin makes the claim that he "pulled [Desi] 'cause [he's] that kind of nigger." At the use
of the racial slur, Desi turns away seemingly angry at Odin's use of it. O grins as he
continues to speak in his girlfriend's ear:
ODIN. Uh-h, don't be acting like that. You see, I can say "nigger" because
I am a nigger. You can't because you ain't. Don't be jealous.
DESI. And why can't I say it? My people invented the word.
ODIN. You can't even think it.
DESI. Well, you're the one who started it. You said I was so fine that
you'd let me dress you up and play black buck got loose in the big house.
While the two seem to be at ease in their conversation, laughing and smiling, there is still
something uncomfortable about watching this exchange. While Desi herself never
actually uses the slur (as Odin jokingly tells her, she is not even allowed to think it) and
while her turning away might at first indicate that she does not approve of O's use of it
either, her words seem to express some desire to use it. Adding to this is the way that she
speaks about "play[ing] black buck got loose in the big house," treating issues of slavery
and white fear of black male sexuality as though they are jokes (and using language that
closely resembles Iago's when he tells Barbantio that "an old black ram/ Is tupping [his]
white ewe), something that becomes even more unsettling when coupled with the explicit
racism exhibited by other characters in the film (1.1.86-87). While O laughs along with
her, he seemingly understands that others would not view this as a laughing matter when
he tells her not to go around repeating that because if another black person heard then he
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could get his "suffering negro league card revoked." This type of exchange does not
remain simply within this intimate moment. When O is ready to leave the hospital after
his basketball injury, the two embrace and he tells her how he was worried about her.
Desi's response is to grin and ask, "You're still going to play big house with me, right," to
which O laughs and tells her to stop it, looking off to the side to see if any of the others
heard. Another scene that reveals Desi's views on race occurs later in the film, after she
has told Emily about how O raped her. As Desi tries to defend her boyfriend, telling
Emily that they "were already doing it" when she asks if O forced her, Emily continues to
press her friend, reminding her that she said stop. Desi, seemingly fed up with the
conversation, asks, "Would you be so concerned if he was white?" While there may be
plenty of moments within the film that Desi could call the other characters' views of O
into question, this does not appear to be one of those moments. Emily's view of O here
seems to have nothing to do with his race and everything to do with the way that he
treated her friend and roommate. While Desi would like to think herself progressive, her
own views on race and failed attempt to call out someone else's view on race both show
that she is not quite as progressive as she thinks she is, mired in the structural racism that
has generated her desires in the first place. The rape scene itself also demonstrates the
troublesome way that the film handles race. In this one scene, not a part of Shakespeare's
original play, the film seems to attack everything it has previously set out to do,
dehumanizing O and playing into white fears of black male sexuality. As O becomes
violent after imagining himself as Mike, the film takes Desi, who has previously shown
great strength, and treats her as a pawn in a competition of masculine sexuality. In this
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moment, the film seems to turn against everything it has worked towards in terms of
character development, and it ultimately sabotages itself.
While Desi does not foreground the idea of feminism the same way that Kat does
in 10 Thing I Hate About You, she still embodies the strengths of Shakespeare's original
character and often expresses them in ways that are more direct for a contemporary
audience. She is strong and fiercely independent, not afraid to stand up for or to others,
and she is able to present a view of strong femininity without necessarily drawing
attention to the fact that that is what she is doing. While O, compared with 10 Things, is
certainly more progressive in the way that it handles race, Desi's views and tendency to
think of herself as more progressive than she actually is weaken the film's
progressiveness. Ultimately, O is more progressive than 10 Things, yet it still fails to
present a fully realized version of progressive feminism. Furthermore, Stiles herself
appears trapped by teen Shakespeare, a genre she finds herself typecast into, and the form
of feminism that it offers young, white girls.
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HAMLET AND HAMLET (2000)
Michael Almereyda's Hamlet premiered in 2000, just one year after 10 Things I
Hate About You. While removed from the high school settings of 10 Things and O and
placed instead in the hustle and bustle of New York City, this Hamlet is still very much a
teen Shakespeare film. Starring Julia Stiles as Ophelia and Ethan Hawke as the titular
character (the youngest actor to play Hamlet on film at the time), Almereyda's film
establishes itself as a Hamlet for and about young people. The film brings Ophelia and
Hamlet to the forefront, casting Ophelia as a central character, a decision that makes the
film just as much Ophelia' tragedy as it is Hamlet's tragedy.
Hamlet
Critics are divided on how to interpret Ophelia. Some, such as Linda Welshimer
Wagner, argue that she possesses no agency at all. In "Ophelia: Shakespeare's Pathetic
Plot Device," Wagner argues that Shakespeare's "Ophelia [has grown] to assume greater
importance to the audience of Hamlet than she [has] ever held for Hamlet himself, or for
Shakespeare" (Wagner 94). For Wagner, Ophelia exists in the play only to be used by
her father (who sees her as a way of tying himself to the royal family), by Hamlet (whose
"love" becomes the excuse for his feigned madness), and by Shakespeare himself (who
uses the character to arouse pathos in the audience). Ophelia herself is simply the
"epitome of unsophistication and of purity," a younger version of "the unthinking Queen"
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who cannot understand her own situation without the mirror that Hamlet provides
(Wagner 94). Wagner argues that Shakespeare controls the way that the audience thinks
of Ophelia, allowing her to be forgotten by "having no mention made of her aside from
'her' scenes themselves" and using her more "emotional scenes" to juxtapose the
"'business' scenes of preliminary exposition" (Wagner 96). Wagner's article views
Ophelia more as a plot device than an actual character who is capable of possessing
agency. While a little kinder to Ophelia than Wagner, Pragati Das still claims that
Ophelia "is certainly a victim figure" who spends her life at "the mercy of the male
figures" of the play (Das 38). While Das notes that the play's beginning offers a glimpse
at the chance for agency, when audiences "learn that Ophelia has entertained Hamlet
without paternal consent," this is quickly stripped away by the interference of her father
and brother (Das 39). In Das's view, Ophelia's life is ruled by the guidance of male
authority figures. Das's discussion of Ophelia concludes by claiming that her madness,
and eventual destruction, demonstrates "that when the guiding male is like the cynical
Polonius or the unreceptive Laertes, the fate of the subordinate female is considerably
threatened" (Das 39).
Other critics, however, view Ophelia in a more positive light. Carroll Camden in
her article, "On Ophelia's Madness," pushes back against the traditional interpretation
that Ophelia's madness is caused by Polonius's death. She argues that "the overriding
cause of Ophelia's madness...is more 'the pangs of despiz'd love'" than the death of a
father (Camden 248). Camden suggests that Ophelia's madness comes from Hamlet's
scorn of her in the "get thee to a nunnery scene" (noting that the point is not whether or
not Hamlet truly loved Ophelia, but that Ophelia believed he loved her) and the belief
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that she is the cause of the madness Hamlet feigns. Since Camden's focus is on Ophelia's
madness, much of the article's analysis centers around Ophelia's "mad" scene, noting how
some of her lines and her mad songs can be interpreted as speaking about Hamlet rather
than Polonius. Camden also notes that the idea of Ophelia's madness stemming from
rejected love would have made sense to an Elizabethan audience who "would have been
prepared to accept Ophelia as a girl suffering from the effects of love, erotic melancholy
(erotomania), or a fit of the mother" (Camden 254). While Camden's article does lend
some agency to Ophelia by removing her from the role of dutiful, subservient daughter, it
still focuses primarily upon Ophelia's relationships with the men in the play, choosing to
analyze her through these positions rather than through her own words or actions.
Carol Thomas Neely briefly touches upon Ophelia in "Feminist Modes of
Shakespearean Criticism: Compensatory, Justificatory, Transformational," offering a
view of Ophelia that, unlike Camden's interpretation, does not hinge upon her position in
relation to the play's male characters. In this article, Neely discusses "three modes of
feminist criticism of Shakespeare": compensatory criticism, justificatory criticism, and
transformational criticism (Neely 5). The first mode "declares women characters (or
authors) worthy of and in need of a new kind of attention" and tends to focus on powerful
female characters. When it looks at "weaker or more peripheral" characters, it tends to
give them new characterizations (Neely notes the trend among feminist scholars, such as
Joan Klein and Juliet Dusinberre, to view Ophelia's madness "not as charming or passive,
but revelatory") (Neely 6). The second mode acknowledges the patriarchal constraints of
Shakespeare's time and attempts to justify or explain "the limitations of some women
characters and the limiting conceptions of women held by male characters" (Neely 7).
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This method can be used to explain Ophelia's submissive nature "as a function of her role
as an object of male admonition, manipulation, and brutal control" (Neely 8). The final
mode of criticism, and the one that Neely finds to be the most inclusive, is
transformational, called so "because of its subject–the mutually transforming roles and
attitudes of men and women in individual plays and the transformations of these roles
throughout the canon–and because of its goal–which is not only to compensate for or
justify traditional criticism but to transform it" (Neely 9). Neely employs this mode to
analyze Ophelia, suggesting that she is not driven mad but "freed for [madness],"
allowing her to have influence over the other characters (Neely 10). Neely draws the
conclusion that Ophelia, along with Gertrude, is able to break her "ties with the corrupt
roles and values of Elsinore as Laertes and Hamlet...move toward accommodation with
these values" (Neely 11). Sarah Gates also offers a positive interpretation of Ophelia by
looking at her story not as a portion of Hamlet's revenge tragedy, but rather as a courtly
love tragedy. Gates views Ophelia's narrative progressing not as the "carefully voiced
and staged development" of Hamlet, but "more in isolated fragments" which can be
pieced together to be read as a love tragedy. While a love tragedy might not seem to hold
the same weight as a revenge tragedy, Gates argues that the courtly love tragedy allows
its "female protagonists a scope for tragic conflict and resonant action," allowing Ophelia
to go through struggles that are very similar to Hamlet's own (Gates 229). She also
interprets Ophelia as another one of the play's many revengers, claiming that Ophelia's
death is as an act of revenge against Hamlet for the murder of her father "as well as the
flawed society that has blocked the fulfillment of her love" (Gates 231). Ophelia offers
the play a feminine version of the "frenzy and loss of humanity" that Hamlet endures
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(Gates 232). For Gates, critics tend to hold too stark of a view of Ophelia, claiming that
she is either resolute or passive. Gates claims that "each way of reading sees one side of
Ophelia's nuanced presentation, when Shakespeare makes use of both" (Gates 237). By
connecting the fragments of Ophelia's story and reading them through the lens of a
different genre, Gates is able to find agency in her character.
There is no questioning the fact that Ophelia is a silent character. As Wagner
points out, "she appears in only five of the twenty scenes of the play and is mentioned in
only two of the others" and her lines, when she has them, are often much shorter than
those of the other characters on the stage (Wagner 94). However, it is not hard to
understand Ophelia's silence when one looks at how the other characters in the play
regard her. She is consistently chided by her family, treated as property, and scorned by
the man who claims to love her. Yet, she often finds small, subtle ways of expressing
strength in these moments that everyone around her tries to keep her silent. The first time
that readers encounter Ophelia, she is being scolded by her brother for encouraging
Hamlet's romantic interest. Laertes warns his sister to keep her "chaste treasure" safe and
he speaks of desire as something dangerous and deserving of fear (1.3.30). Other critics
have noted that Ophelia's responses here seem to perfectly fit the rhythm of Laertes's
speech. However, her responses are certainly not the ones he desires. They are short and
give no real indication that she agrees with what her brother is saying. In fact, they give
no hint to Ophelia's emotions at all and could easily be interpreted in a variety of ways.
When Polonius speaks to Ophelia, it becomes quite apparent that he has had people
spying on her (which is not, as readers learn, unusual for him), or at the very least he has
been asking around about her. As he tells Ophelia that he has been made aware of the
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time she has been spending with Hamlet, his tone becomes quite accusatory, telling her
that she has "been most free and bounteous" with her audience and that she does not seem
to "understand [herself] so clearly/ As it behooves [his] daughter and [her] honor"
(1.3.92, 95-96). Similar to Laertes, Polonius is fixated on Ophelia's behavior, particularly
in relation to honor and reputation. However, this fixation seems to arise more from
Laertes and Polonius's desire to protect their "property" than it does from any actual care
for chastity. The play makes it quite clear that Laertes does not practice what he
preaches. When Polonius sends Reynaldo to spy on his son, he instructs Reynaldo to
"not put another scandal on [Laertes]" (2.1.29). From Polonius's use of the word
"another," readers can infer that Laertes has already had a scandal before. After he has
finished his verbose, thirty-three-line speech to his sister, warning her of all the dangers
presented by her relationship with Hamlet, Ophelia responds to Laertes with advice of her
own. While she at first seems compliant, her proclamation that she "shall the effect of
this good lesson keep/ As watchman to [her] heart" making it appear as those she is
willingly submissive to her brother's instructions, the rest of her statement seems to show
another side of her (1.3.44). While she at first seems willing to comply, Ophelia takes
this moment to warn her brother against being a hypocrite:
OPHELIA. But, good my brother,
Do not as some ungracious pastors do
Show me the steep and thorny way to heaven
Whiles, a puffed and reckless libertine,
Himself the primrose path of dalliance treads
And recks not his own rede. (1.3.45-49)
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She is aware of her brother's hypocrisy and is unafraid to call out his shortcomings (the
same cannot be said for Polonius who, in the lengthy advice he gives Laertes before he
leaves for France, never once urges his son towards purity). Ophelia is surrounded by
hypocrites and, based on Laertes's move to quickly take his leave after listening to his
sister, they do not like having that hypocrisy brought to light. It is clear that Ophelia
cannot truly speak to her family. They criticize her choices, calling her "a green girl" and
"a baby," and when she does try to explain her relationship with Hamlet to her father, he
twists her words (misinterpreting what she means when she says "affection," "tenders,"
and "fashion") (1.3.100-102; 104; 111). So, it is unsurprising that Ophelia tells Polonius,
"I do not know, my lord, what I should think" (1.3.103). She has just been treated like a
small child and her father has twisted everything she says. Even Hamlet, who is
supposed to be the one person that Ophelia can trust, mistreats her. Taking his anger at
his mother and projecting it on to all womankind, Hamlet tells Ophelia that he never
loved her and then he accosts her for women's "paintings" and "wantonness" (3.1.139,
142). Yet, in this moment, Ophelia retains her composure and readers can find her
strength in this scene in the same place they can find it throughout the play, her
ambiguity. As with her conversation with Laertes, there is no indication of Ophelia's
tone in this scene. Whereas Hamlet' s tone and emotions can be inferred from his feigned
madness and the use of exclamation points, Ophelia's lines leave the interpretation up to
the audience or the actor. In fact, Ophelia's emotions in this scene are never explicitly
revealed until Hamlet makes his move to leave. Here, her lines become punctuated with
exclamation marks (in both the combined text and the first quarto text included in the
Norton edition) and she vocalizes her concern for the prince (lines that seem a stark
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contrast from the short and direct "Indeed, my lord, you made me believe so" and "I was
the more deceived") (3.1.114, 118).
Ophelia demonstrates that there is more to her than the other characters, and the
reader, might suspect and that she knows more than she sometimes lets on. One way this
is shown is through her understanding of Hamlet's innuendos. During the scene with
Hamlet's play, "Ophelia modestly declines the obscene implications of his question,
'Shall I lie in your lap?' and seems not to understand some of the conversation" (Camden
250). When Hamlet asks if she thinks he was talking about "country matters," her
response is simply, "I think nothing, my lord" (3.2.104-105). However, as the scene
continues on and Hamlet makes similar comments, she responds to these in a different
manner. She tells him that he is "naught" and "keen," demonstrating that she is not
entirely naive and that she does understand the double meanings of his words (3.2.131,
230). This knowledge surfaces again during her madness scene, when the songs that she
sings are more reminiscent of bawdy folk songs than they are of music of the court, such
as the Saint Valentine's Day song which mentions a man who "let in the maid that out a
maid/ Never departed more" (4.2.54-55). The Saint Charity song carries a similar theme:
OPHELIA. By Gis and by Saint Charity,
Alack and fie for shame,
Young men will do't if they come to't,
By Cock they are to blame.
Quoth she, "Before you tumbled me
You promised me to wed." (4.2.58-64).
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Through these small instances, Ophelia reveals that there is more to her character than the
naive girl that other critics have seen.
In her article, Gates portrays Ophelia as another one of the play's many revengers
by reimagining her story as a courtly love tragedy, but one does not have to change the
genre to see the similarities between her and Hamlet. Ophelia, like her brother and
Fortinbras, acts as a sort of foil for Hamlet. However, she has one "limitation" that the
others do not, one thing that keeps her from obtaining the prominence that the other
revengers have: her gender. Polonius even tells his daughter in regards to Hamlet, "with
a larger tether may he walk/ Than may be given you" (1.3.124-125). While Polonius here
is certainly referring to their differences in rank, it would not be a stretch (particularly
when taking into account the "larger tether" granted Laertes when it comes to his
behavior) to imagine that gender plays a role here too. Yet, despite this, the play
establishes a number of similarities between Ophelia and the young prince. For one, both
characters are often denied self-expression throughout the course of the play, Hamlet not
being allowed to properly express his grief and Ophelia often has her romantic feelings,
and in turn her sexuality, repressed by her father and brother. An emphasis on filial
obligation also ties the two characters to one another. The play even seems to actively
contribute to this association because, as Gates notes, the scene in which Ophelia is
instructed by Polonius to cut ties with Hamlet "is sandwiched between the two scenes in
which Hamlet is similarly exhorted to proper filial honor and duty, first by Claudius in
scene two, and then by the ghost in scene four" (Gates 233). In the final line of act three,
scene one, after having played secret witness to Hamlet's interaction with Ophelia,
Claudius makes the remark that "madness in great ones must not unmatched go"
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(3.1.185). While "unmatched" here could certainly mean "unopposed," as the editors of
the Norton edition suggest, it also carries with it the implication of having an equal. And,
unfortunately for Claudius, Hamlet's feigned yet frantic madness does find a match in
Ophelia's true madness and both of these characters' madness allows them to disrupt the
normalcy of the court around them.
Ophelia's madness is where many critics find her strength, and it is not hard to
understand why. Ophelia's mad scene is the scene in which she has the longest,
uninterrupted lines throughout the play and here she is the one who is in control,
dominating the conversation and often cutting Claudius and Gertrude off when they
attempt to speak to her. The direct cause of Ophelia's madness is never explicitly made
clear, but it most likely stems from her grief and solitude. While it is hard for readers to
imagine anyone mourning "a self-absorbed busybody who regards his daughter as a tool,"
at the end of it all Polonius is still Ophelia's father and the only parental figure she has in
the play (Camden 249). His death would obviously cause her great grief. This grief that
arises with the loss of a father coupled with the loss of the man that she loves (physical
because Hamlet has been sent away but also emotionally because she could never marry
the man who murdered her father) would clearly cause some amount of distress. Making
Ophelia's grief an even heavier burden to bare is the fact that she must deal with it alone.
The play never shows her with a servant or interacting with other young women. Unlike
Desdemona, she has no Emilia to turn to when her loved one scorns her. The only people
she ever truly interacts with before her madness are her father, her brother, and Hamlet
and, in this moment, they are all gone. Ophelia has no one to turn to and must instead
internalize her grief. So is it any wonder that she becomes mad? However, Ophelia's
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madness seems to grant her an agency that was never permitted to her before. For one,
readers see that she becomes a powerful force. Act four, scene two begins with Gertrude
exclaiming that she "will not speak with her," informing readers that Ophelia must be
demanding a presence with the queen and Gertrude, most likely from her guilt, refuses to
permit it. As the scene begins to develop, the gentleman and Horatio give more context
to the situation. From the gentleman's account, it is clear that Ophelia is angry as she not
only speaks of her father but also says that "she hears/ There's tricks i'th' world, and hems
and beats her heart, / Spurns enviously at straws" (4.2.4-6). The gentleman also informs
Gertrude that Ophelia's words move those who hear them, adding to Horatio's claim that
Ophelia should be spoken to "for she may strew/ Dangerous conjectures in ill-breeding
minds" (4.2.14-15). When Claudius enters the scene later, he informs Gertrude of the
state of the kingdom telling her that "the people muddied, / Thick and unwholesome in
thoughts and whispers/ For good Polonius's death" (4.2.80-82). Polonius's death has
already begun to cause unrest within the kingdom and the perceived madness of his
daughter surely contributes to this. From the very beginning of her madness scene, it
becomes clear that Ophelia has finally obtained what she never had before: a voice. She
enters into the scene and almost immediately launches into her songs, refusing to stop
when Gertrude tries to interject (an action that is repeated when Claudius tries to interrupt
her Saint Valentine's Day song). When Claudius enters, she makes the remark to him
that "we know what we are, but know not what we may be" (4.2.43-44). While the king
dismisses this as a "conceit upon her father," Ophelia's statement could be seen as a
summary of the play's entire course of action (4.2.45). The characters are aware of their
current states but never know what is lurking just around the corner. Hamlet and Ophelia
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are the only two characters who wrestle with the concept of the unknown, Ophelia in her
madness seeming much more at ease with it than Hamlet. Perhaps the most memorable
moment of Ophelia's madness is when she distributes flowers to the other characters.
One might at first glance over this scene, thinking of it as nothing more than mad antics.
However, each flower that she doles out has a specific meaning and, while the stage
directions do not indicate which flowers are given to which characters, these flowers'
symbolism helps Ophelia to shed light on some of the darker aspects of Denmark's royal
court. Ophelia first distributes rosemary and pansies, whose meanings she freely tells.
But the flowers whose significance are most important are the ones that she chooses not
to elaborate on. Following these first two plants, she distributes fennel (symbolizing
flattery) and columbines (which not only were associated with cuckoldry, due to their
hornlike spikes, but which also were highly poisonous) to an unspecified individual,
although readers can infer who they are intended for. Next she hands out rue, which was
associated with repentance, and a daisy which could be symbolic of innocence but,
because of its short life span, could also be representative of grief and death. She saves
some rue for herself as well and instructs the others that they must wear their rue "with a
difference," seemingly suggesting that there is a difference between her grief and
repentance and the grief and repentance that the others are allowed to express (4.2.176).
Finally, Ophelia states that she would give the others some violets "but they withered all
when [her] father died" (4.2.178). Violets were associated with faithfulness and were
often considered an antidote to anger. In this one scene, not only does Ophelia's madness
present her a voice but it also allows her to critique the court of Denmark. She is able to
point out Claudius's flawed nature, the court's need for repentance, the grief that has been
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caused her and the loss of innocence that has befallen her, and the lack of faithfulness in
those around her. Here, Ophelia finds herself in the role of truth-teller that many other
fools and mad characters can be found in (such as Touchstone in Twelfth Night or the fool
and "poor Tom" in King Lear). She is the one who possesses the power to point out the
others' flaws.
Ophelia's madness culminates in her ultimate act of agency: her suicide. Ophelia
is not the first of Shakespeare's heroines to commit suicide as a form of agency (Juliet is,
perhaps, one of the most notable examples), but she is the one whose suicide seems to be
shrouded in the most ambiguity. When Gertrude arrives on stage to deliver the news of
Ophelia's death, she seems determined to present it in a manner that makes it seem like an
accident. She even goes so far as to almost romanticize Ophelia's death, noting the
"fantastic garlands" that she wore, how she appeared "mermaid-like" in the water, and the
"snatches of old lauds" that she sang as she drowned (4.4.167, 175, 176). Based solely
on Gertrude's account, Ophelia's death is robbed of all agency and appears more like an
accident, the story of a mad girl falling into the river and not having enough sense to try
to save herself. However, can Gertrude's account really be trusted? After all, she has a
personal investment in this story. Other characters in the play seem to doubt Gertrude's
account as Ophelia's death is spoken about several times as a suicide. The gravedigger
asks if she is "to be buried in Christian burial when/ she willfully seeks her own
salvation," revealing that the opinion among the common people seems to be that her
death was a suicide (5.1.1-2). The editors of the Norton edition suggest that the
gravedigger could be mistaken in his words and that he actually means to say
"damnation" instead of "salvation." However, in this case, salvation works as Ophelia's
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taking of her own life can be viewed as her attempt to free herself from the corrupt
society of Denmark. The gravedigger is not the only one who believes Ophelia
committed suicide. The priest notes that "her death was doubtful" and Hamlet, before he
even knows who the funeral is for, remarks upon the "maimèd rites" and surmises that
"the corpse they follow did with some desperate hand/ Fordo it own life" (5.1.198-200,
206). Ophelia's death is the only one that occurs off stage; the only one that Shakespeare
permits to be ambiguous. There is no guessing when it comes to the deaths of Gertrude,
Claudius, Hamlet, or Laertes; they play out right before the audience's eyes. When it
comes to Ophelia, however, readers are left to draw their own conclusion. Most signs
point to her death being a suicide, imbuing her with an agency found nowhere else in the
play. In that case, she is the only character brave enough "to take arms against a sea of
troubles/ And by opposing end them" (3.1.58-59). In a play with a nine-person body
count, she is the only one who chooses her death, having the bravery to make a choice
that even Hamlet feared. Ophelia is not Shakespeare’s strongest female character. She
does not have the aggressive nature of Kate or the warrior spirit of Desdemona.
However, she does manage to find moments of strength and agency in a society that
wants her to have nothing of the sort and to reduce her to nothing more than a plot device
is to oversimplify her character and the ambiguities Shakespeare surrounds her with.
Hamlet (2000)
As with Ophelia herself, critics are divided on how to view Almereyda's Hamlet.
In "The Lady Vanishes: Aurality and Agency in Cinematic Ophelias," Kendra Preston
Leonard notes that most "major English-language cinema productions of Hamlet have
reduced the screen time, dialogue, and singing allotted to Ophelia by nearly half since
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Laurence Olivier's film of 1948," with Almereyda's Ophelia having the least amount of
dialogue (447 words) and screen time (13:13) (Leonard 101). She argues that this
reduction of screen time shows that directors view Ophelia as an object only necessary
for plot's sake and that, in Almereyda's film, she is reduced to having a minimal impact
on the rest of the characters, claiming that "in this production, Rosencrantz and
Guildenstern are afforded more presence and weight than Ophelia" (Leonard 101). She
goes on to compare the appearances of contemporary Ophelias to Olivier's, noting that
Almereyda's Ophelia does not speak in every scene that she appears in and that her songs
have been cut from her madness scene, replaced instead with screaming. Leonard
ultimately draws the conclusion that, while Stiles's version might be "the most cared-for
Ophelia of all the cinematic Hamlets, she is also the least allowed to speak, be heard, and
be seen" and that "if this production stands as a reflection of modern culture, then the
women's voices have never been more silenced" (Leonard 114). Elizabeth A. Deitchman
is another scholar who takes a more negative view of Stiles's Ophelia, although her focus
is not on the character's silence but on her appearance. Deitchman centers her analysis of
Ophelia around the concept of the "Good Girl," specifically the "Good Girl" in
relationship with whiteness and purity. Deitchman asserts that the film's "lighting design
and Stiles's white-as-it-gets whiteness combine to stage Ophelia as an ideally white Good
Girl," relating this back to the play's concern with Ophelia's chastity (Deitchman 488).
She analyzes Hamlet's black and white film clip of Ophelia in bed, claiming that the
white background, the white sheets, and Stiles's whiteness all blend together to create the
"whitest of white feminine beauty" on the screen (Deitchman 488). She also notes that
the lighting functions in a similar manner in each scene that Ophelia's sexuality is
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discussed, working to reassure the audience of her sexual purity. Ultimately, for
Deitchman, the emphasis of Stiles's whiteness in her only role that quotes directly from
Shakespeare creates a direct link between "her ideally white image" and the bard himself
(Deitchman 489).
While Natalie Jones Loper agrees with Deitchman's assessments of Kat in 10
Things and Desi in O, she disagrees with her view of Ophelia. In “Ordinary Stardom:
The Tragic Duality of Julia Stiles’s Ophelia,” Loper focuses on the duality of Julia Stiles
the individual and analyzes how this duality plays into Stiles’s portrayal of Ophelia,
arguing that Stiles’s “variety of roles and presence across different media cultivates the
idea that she is important for more than just the characters she plays…and in turn her
characters benefit from the image she has cultivated” (Loper 17). Loper believes that
Stiles brings with her to the role of Ophelia an already established attitude and duality
that play into her portrayal of the character on screen. She notes that while the text the
film is based upon has sealed Ophelia’s fate, Stiles’s presence works to suggest who
Ophelia could become if this was not the case. Ophelia’s downfall, according to Loper,
comes from her inability to balance the various areas of her life (daughter, sister, lover,
individual). She cannot handle her own duality and this is what causes her death. For
Loper, Stiles fills Ophelia’s last moments with a pathos that challenges audiences to think
of the character’s true potential. The Ophelia she portrays is “not just some girl who
wanted to marry a prince, not just the daughter of a diplomat, not just a crazy person who
fell out of a tree and drowned” (although, this seems an over-simplification of
Shakespeare’s Ophelia) (Loper 29). The article concludes by claiming that the duality
Stiles brings to Ophelia allows Ophelia’s story to continue on, connecting her with young
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women like her and urging them to learn from her mistakes. Amanda Rooks also offers a
kinder reading of Stiles's Ophelia by claiming that Almereyda's film "finally affords
Ophelia a level of ideological potency that would appear to rival Hamlet himself" (Rooks
475). Rooks's article argues that this adaptation "constitutes a shift away from the
implicit and explicit pre-Raphaelite or nineteenth-century connections that have
persistently inspired revisions of Ophelia in modern film" (Rooks 476). However, she
also claims that Stiles's Ophelia does have a tendency to "subscribe to some familiar and
potentially limiting representational conventions evident in previous adaptations," such as
a childlike defiance and an "association between her disempowerment and her sexual
appeal" (Rooks 477). For Rooks, one of the strengths of Stiles's Ophelia is that her
appearance does not emphasize or insist upon her subservience and her descent into
madness is not eroticized. She believes that this is a "self-conscious" Ophelia who
"compels audiences to reflect on the history and form of Ophelia's representation over
time" (Rook 483). Jess Carniel also presents a positive view in "Better off Dead?: The
Creative Practice of Reviving Ophelia" which looks at how Ophelia and, more
specifically her death, have been reclaimed for contemporary audiences and how these
adaptations have "either facilitated or compromised her subjectivity and agency" (Carniel
3). Carniel notes that Stiles's Ophelia explicitly chooses to drown and states that this is
"arguably the most feminist interpretation [of the character] to date due to the various
techniques employed to emphasize Ophelia's subjectivity" (Carniel 5). She concludes by
noting that unlike other feminist interpretations, which "are more preoccupied with
preventing her death," Almereyda's Hamlet works to understand Ophelia's death.
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Similar to her Shakespearean counterpart, Stiles's Ophelia does not speak much.
In fact, her lines have even been shortened from the original text, as previous critics have
noted. However, the film makes sure that she is always at the forefront of the audience's
minds. From the first scene in which she appears, she stands out. At Claudius's press
conference, not only is she situated closer to the camera but she is also one of the few
characters not dressed in either gray or black, instead wearing a bright red jacket and skirt
that instantly draw the eye to her. The only character dressed in something similar is
Hamlet, who wears a shirt of a similar hue underneath his black suit jacket, immediately
creating a link between the two characters.

Figure 12

Ophelia sitting with her family during Claudius’s press conference.

Similar to her Shakespearean counterpart, Stiles's Ophelia does not speak much. In fact,
her lines have even been shortened from the original text, as previous critics have noted.
78

However, the film makes sure that she is always at the forefront of the audience's minds.
From the first scene in which she appears, she stands out. At Claudius's press
conference, not only is she situated closer to the camera but she is also one of the few
characters not dressed in either gray or black, instead wearing a bright red jacket and skirt
that instantly draw the eye to her. The only character dressed in something similar is
Hamlet, who wears a shirt of a similar hue underneath his black suit jacket, immediately
creating a link between the two characters.
Ophelia's demeanor also works to bring her to the forefront. While she may not
speak often, her attitude and the way that she speaks work in a way that assert her
character. For one, the film portrays her as an active member of her relationship with
Hamlet, at times even the initiator. At the press conference, she is seen holding a
package and drawing a fountain on it with "3:30?" written next to it, urging Laertes to
pass it to Hamlet and rolling her eyes when he does not. Also worth noting is that
Ophelia, in this scene, comes across as much more confident than Hamlet, attempting to
assert their relationship while he slinks, ducks his head, and rests against the wall.
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Figure 13

Ophelia writes Hamlet a note.

When the conference is over, she sees Hamlet and quickly breaks away from her family
to follow him. Polonius retrieves her, but Hamlet comes and pulls her back, whispering
to her as she hands him the package. Laertes comes and leads her away again, but she
looks over her shoulder at Hamlet as he walks her back. Stiles's Ophelia is confident not
only in her relationship with Hamlet, but also in her interactions with her family. As with
her Shakespearean counterpart, Stiles's Ophelia is chided by her father and brother for her
relationship with the prince. In the first scene in which Ophelia speaks, viewers see
Laertes warning her against her relationship with Hamlet. While Ophelia remains silent
for the majority of this speech, she faces away from Laertes, looking down at a photo of
Hamlet and chewing gum in a way that reminds the viewer very much of an uninterested
teenager. Laertes on the other hand, turns his body to face his sister (and the camera) who
chooses to ignore him.
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Figure 14

Laertes lectures Ophelia on her relationship with Hamlet.

Once Ophelia cannot stand to listen to her brother any longer, she sets the photo down
and stands up in annoyance. She begins to pace around the room, still refusing to look at
him. As Laertes continues to speak, the camera slowly pans around until it is directly
facing Ophelia. She does not turn to the camera, the way that her brother does, so the
camera must turn to her. When she finally does speak, she makes direct eye contact with
Laertes. Her tone is almost dismissive as she warns him against being "a puffed and
reckless libertine," her head motions sarcastic (1.3.47). She often takes the same
dismissive attitude when dealing with her father. The scene in which Polonius urges
Ophelia to cease her relationship with Hamlet begins in a manner similar to her scene
with Laertes: Polonius faces towards the camera while Ophelia faces away. Even once
the pair begin to engage in conversation, Ophelia still does not face the camera fully,
sitting in a way that her body is turned to the side (angled away from both the camera and
her father). Polonius is required to physically move himself in order to face his daughter.
She holds the power in this situation, refusing to acknowledge her father until she
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chooses to. Even while Ophelia does not respond to her father's words, her facial
expressions give her thoughts away as a tight shot shows her screwing up her face and
scrunching her eyebrows. Similar types of silent exasperation occur throughout the film,
becoming increasingly more emotionally charged as the plot develops. When Polonius
brings her before Claudius and Gertrude to discuss Hamlet's madness, she appears racked
with anxiety, gripping her neck and rubbing her arms. In the scene where Polonius hides
the wire on her to prepare to spy on Hamlet, she makes no verbal resistance but the slow
zoom on to her face shows tear-stained cheeks, implying that this is something she has
been forced into doing. When Hamlet claims he never gave her any remembrances, she
rolls her eyes in obvious annoyance and she becomes increasingly more distressed as the
scene progresses, culminating in the fight between her and Hamlet when he discovers the
wire. As Hamlet has a violent outburst, Ophelia seems violently retreat inward,
grimacing and pushing Hamlet away, ducking and covering her face with her hands, and
crying as she quickly gathers her letters before desperately ripping off the wire and
leaving. There are a few moments where Ophelia's actions, not just her expressions,
express her agitation. Perhaps most notable is when Polonius presents her private letter
to Claudius and Gertrude, claiming that she gave it to him out of "obedience." This false
claim is punctuated by Ophelia reaching over her father's arm, desperately trying to take
her letter back. When she does not succeed, she walks away only to come running back
attempting to grab it again. While Stiles's Ophelia may possess the same silent nature as
her Shakespearean predecessor, there is no mistaking her as a simply passive individual
and her expressions and actions often reveal more than words could.
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Another way that Stiles's Ophelia is granted agency is that she is a fully fleshed
out character, taking on more of a fully formed personality; she has an extradiegetic back
story. For one, she is a photographer, a trait which grants her the self-expression denied
her in the original text and, from the darkroom in her apartment filled with hanging
photographs, it is clear that Ophelia is dedicated to her craft.

Figure 15

Ophelia and Hamlet in her apartment.

The first time that Ophelia is seen with a camera is during the scene in which Laertes is
preparing to leave for France. As her father gives him advice, she retreats to the loft
upstairs and takes up her camera, aiming it at the pair below. While she is not the focal
point of this scene, she is visually above the others. By taking up her camera, she places
herself in the role of creator here with Polonius and Laertes as her subjects. Photography
in this film not only allows Ophelia to take on the role of creator; it also gives her the
power to destroy. After her fight with Hamlet, Ophelia can be seen in her apartment (in a
scene that has no parallel in Shakespeare's text), makeup smudged from crying, burning
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the photo of Hamlet that she has been seen staring at in previous scenes. Furthermore,
when she is mourning her father, she tosses the photos she has taken on to the ground
without a single care. By having a mode of self-expression, Ophelia is granted a power
that she never has the chance to possess in the original text. Ophelia's photography
contrasts with the masculine art of Hamlet's film. Whereas film centers around creating
narratives, photography tends to focus on stills, capturing specific moments. Stiles's
Ophelia is not concerned with trying to create a narrative (unlike Hawke's Hamlet when
he pieces together video clips to create The Mousetrap). Instead, she is concerned with
capturing and possessing specific moments, something which allows greater freedom
than the constraints of narrative. Not only does this Ophelia have the self-expression that
is never granted her theatrical counterpart, she also has her own private space and
moments. The closest Ophelia gets to this in the play is her closet (which never
physically appears on stage) and her soliloquy in the third act. This Ophelia has her own
apartment, located in a dark, run down looking building that contrasts sharply with the
sleek, modern appearance of her father's place. While the wooden stairs look weathered
and worn and the paint on the walls is peeling, Ophelia seems more at peace in this
apartment than she does anywhere else in the play. Her door is left open, seemingly
unconcerned with who may enter, and even her clothing is more relaxed here (a simple
tank top and a pair of baggy jeans). The film offers Ophelia a place to retreat, a place
away from the many prying eyes of Denmark that weigh upon her, a place to develop her
own subjectivity and desires.
As Loper points out, Stiles's Ophelia is confined by Shakespeare's original
narrative. No matter how much strength she seems to possess, the narrative demands that
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she descends into madness and ultimately die in the end. Because Ophelia's fate is
unavoidable, the film makes every effort to show how this madness emboldens her and to
remove any ambiguities from her death. Before she ever goes mad, the film hints at her
eventual fate. After failing to retrieve her letter from Polonius, Ophelia walks off
towards the camera, making her way along the edge of the indoor pool. As the adults'
conversation continues in the background, the camera cuts between Polonius, who seems
as though he will never stop talking, and Ophelia, who gazes down at the pool and
occasionally cuts her eyes to her father. The moment that Polonius recounts his words to
Ophelia that "this [relationship with Hamlet] must not be," she jumps into the pool,
covering her face with her hands as if to hide away even when she is under the water.

Figure 16

Ophelia in the pool.

However, the camera returns to Ophelia gazing at the pool and, as she straightens up and
wipes her eyes, it becomes clear that the previous action was simply in her imagination.
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This scene not only hints at Ophelia's eventual suicide by drowning, but it also presents a
potential reason why, as here Ophelia imagines herself plunging into the water in order to
escape her father's ever watchful eyes.
In this film, Ophelia's madness becomes even more of a public spectacle, taking
place during a party at the Guggenheim. Rather than waiting for Gertrude to permit her
in, she wanders through the museum and forces her way through the people Gertrude was
talking to, sticking close to the queen as she speaks. While it is clear from the way she
speaks that she has been crying, most of her lines are delivered in a loud voice or even in
shouts. At one point, she seems to be preparing to go into the Saint Valentine's Day
song, telling Claudius "when they ask you what it means, say you this." However, what
follows are not the notes of a song but is instead Ophelia's sharp scream as she shouts out
over the barrier. At this moment, it becomes quite clear that this Ophelia differs from
other cinematic Ophelias, particularly the one in Laurence Olivier’s Hamlet, played by
actress Jean Simmons, who becomes a point of comparison for Leonard. This Ophelia is
wispy and light; there is not much in her mad appearance that differs from her usual
appearance. Her hair is a little unkempt and her dress is slightly askew, but she retains
her beauty, almost fetishizing the idea of the mad woman. Stiles's Ophelia lacks the softspoken voice of this Ophelia and she seems to care little for maintaining beauty or grace
as she is physically carried away from the scene in the arms of a security guard,
struggling against his hold. Stiles is not the delicately mad Ophelia seen in other films.
In fact, her aggressive behavior seems quite similar to Laertes's, who enters not long after
she exits and shoves Claudius. The film shifts to a more private sphere for Ophelia's
flower scene, taking place only in the presences of Laertes, Claudius, and Gertrude. She
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enters this scene tearful and slightly more subdued than the last time that viewer's saw
her, leaning against a window as she tosses her photographs on to the ground. As with
Ophelia in the play, she deals out flowers to the other characters present in the scene,
although here they are merely photographs of flowers. Rosemary and rue are the only
two photographs that she hands directly to someone, gently giving them to her brother.
The others are thrown on the ground or in the general direction of the others. When
Laertes tries to lead her away and prevent her from causing another scene, she makes the
effort to turn back around and throw the daisy photograph at Claudius's feet, refusing to
allow her brother to prevent her from doling out her judgments.
There are no ambiguities surrounding Ophelia's death in this film; it is clearly a
suicide. Gertrude's lengthy explanation of what occurred simply becomes, "your sister is
drowned, Laertes," before the shot cuts to a camera panning over the top of a building
and slowly revealing Ophelia's body floating face up in the fountain. The shot is framed
perfectly and the stillness of the scene brings to mind Ophelia’s photography. She has no
flower garlands or heavy garments weighing her down. Instead, she is back in her usual
red jacket, surrounded by her letters from Hamlet, perhaps suggesting that here it is the
remembrances that weigh her down. The lack of things that could physically weigh her
down removes the possibility of Ophelia's death being an accident and the fact that she
brought her remembrances from Hamlet with her shows that her death was intentional.
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Figure 17

Ophelia in the fountain.

Unlike the Ophelia in Shakespeare's text, who is seldom mentioned again after her death,
Almereyda's film continues to focus on Ophelia even after she is gone. Although Wagner
claims that "Shakespeare permits us to forget [Ophelia]," this film strives to make sure
that she is not forgotten (Wagner 94). Her face is seen in two more scenes after her
death. The first is when Hamlet is in his apartment, removing his pictures from his wall
before his fight with Laertes. Among the various book pages, artworks, and photos of
figures such as Malcom X and Che Guevara can be found two photos of a smiling
Ophelia, clothed in her usual red. Hamlet handles these photos more delicately than the
rest and he gazes at them longingly before exiting his apartment with Horatio. Ophelia is
also seen again during Hamlet's final moments. As Hamlet is dying, black and white
clips of what has transpired throughout the movie begin to play and Ophelia is the only
character featured in multiple of these clips. These clips are bookended with Ophelia and
Hamlet about to kiss and then actually kissing. In between are clips of King Hamlet's
ghost, a distressed Gertrude, an angry Laertes, Ophelia again, and Hamlet's encounter
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with Claudius in the laundromat. Not only is Ophelia the only character who appears
multiple times, she is also the only one who gets a joyful remembrance, a resurrection of
sorts.
Not long after her Shakespearean roles, Stiles found herself being cast as CIA
agent Nicky Parsons in the Bourne film series. Nicky, like many of Stiles's roles, is a
character that is "stoic, whip-smart, and present" and she is the only character, other than
Jason Bourne, to appear in four of the five films (Terrero). In an interview with
Entertainment Weekly, Stiles reveals that she never had to audition for the role as the
director was already familiar with her performances in films such as 10 Things and Save
the Last Dance. Stiles also reveals that the role was originally quite small and Nicky was
supposed to be killed off in the first film. Instead, however, the character continued to
evolve as the films went on, taking on more importance. Here, it seems that Stiles does
with Nicky Parsons what she does with many of Shakespeare's female heroines, taking a
smaller role and bringing it to the forefront. Even the character's eventual death came to
hold great significance (in a way reminiscent of Ophelia) as Stiles notes that many
discussions were had "about how to make it clear that she was doing it on purpose; that
her death wasn't accidental. It was her sacrificing herself" (Terrero).
Stiles's Ophelia is arguably the character who displays the most progressive form
of feminism within her Shakespearean canon. This Ophelia is her own person; she has
her own interests and personality. While she may at times be silent, she is always strong.
She brings to the forefront the small amounts of agency granted to Shakespeare's original
character and amplifies them in a way that grants Ophelia a strength she is not otherwise
permitted.
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CONCLUSION
The Julia Stiles canon of teen Shakespeare presents contemporary versions of
three of Shakespeare's most renowned heroines, each imbued with their own sense of
strength and agency. And while these films present a spectrum of feminism that becomes
increasingly more progressive, in the end it is still a white, middle-class feminism that
fails to "speak to, with, [or] for diverse groups of women" (hooks 14). Even Hamlet,
which presents Stiles's most progressively feminist role, fails to engage with these areas.
Unfortunately, this lack of engagement and inclusivity appears to be a trend among teen
Shakespeare films. Across the board, these films feature mainly white stars and
predominantly white casts (with a few exceptions, such as Mekhi Phifer in O and Harold
Perrineau in Romeo + Juliet) and seldom do they ever look at issues of class or sexuality.
This failure to engage in intersectionality has the potential to feed into the dangerous
misconception that Shakespeare's work exists only for the pleasure of a certain group of
people, a misconception that is defied by Shakespeare's status as a global playwright. In
fact, global Shakespeare films (particularly Bollywood films such as Vishal Bhardwaj's
Maqbool) have shown that it is possible to engage with both the Bard's narratives and
intersectional issues. However, teen Shakespeare is not the only genre of film that seems
to be limited. It is difficult to think of any Hollywood film, especially one aimed at
teenagers, that effectively handles race, class, sexuality, and gender. This failure can at
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least be partially attributed to Hollywood itself. In the history of Hollywood cinema,
profit has always been the central focus. Having a film that earns money is more
important for most producers than having a film that is representative. And teen
Shakespeare films certainly earn money (10 Things, for example, earned over eight
million dollars during its opening weekend and has a worldwide lifetime gross of over
fifty-three million dollars) ("10 Things I Hate About You"). Some of the fault might also
fall on audiences. At the end of the day, when progressiveness and pleasure are pitted
against one another, the latter always seems to win. Viewers want to see a film that
entertains them, even if that comes at the sacrifice of inclusivity.
While Stiles's films fail to present an intersectional feminism, they should not be
completely written off or disregarded. While the spectrum of Stiles's feminism in teen
Shakespeare never becomes a completely developed progressive feminism, the spectrum
of Stiles's cinematic oeuvre continues on. Her acting did not end with teen Shakespeare.
Since then, she has appeared in a variety of strong roles in different films and television
shows and has also worked as a writer and director, creating her own female led works
(Paloma and "Raving"). Perhaps her most notable performances since her teen
Shakespeare days have been in the Bourne films (where her strength as an actress took
Nicky Parsons from being a character who was supposed to be killed off in the first film
to being the only character, other than Jason Bourne himself, to appear in four of the five
films) and in Showtime's Dexter (for which she earned both a Golden Globe nomination
and an Emmy nomination). While Stiles's personal blog is no longer running and while
she tends to keep her private life just that, she has been very outspoken on her social
media accounts in recent years, unafraid to address contemporary social issues. She has
91

tweeted against the Trump administration (especially in regards to the separation of
migrant children from their families), shared articles that address sexual assault in
Hollywood, Instagrammed photos that address issues such as the Kavanaugh supreme
court nomination and the murder of Nia Wilson, and written Instagram captions that
address issues such as the President's hateful rhetoric towards immigrants (stating, "I
hope my son grows up in an America where [Trump's] rhetoric is...forgotten?
Laughable? No, I hope it will be in a text book he reads, as an example of a Dangerous,
but Fleeting time in history"). While Stiles's teen films never seem to reach beyond a
limited white, middle-class perspective, Stiles herself has made efforts to progress,
embracing a feminism that is truly intersectional.
What is at stake then when we rank these films, when we deem one to be a more
complete reflection of progressive feminism than the others? For one, it shows that more
is demanded from films marketed to teen audiences. Race, class, and sexuality are issues
that should be handled with great importance, even when (and perhaps, especially when)
addressing a younger audience. In a #MeToo moment, it is important to look back on
these films with a colder eye. Teen Shakespeare must do more than reproduce, to borrow
Kat's words, "the oppressive patriarchal values that dictate our education." Instead, it
must speak to its audiences in evermore important ways–as Stiles is doing– and, at times,
it must challenge conventional ideas. Also, these rankings demonstrate a desire for
transformational criticism in the genre. Teen Shakespeare should not be viewed as
simply compensatory, compensating for the ways traditional scholarship has treated these
characters or rescuing the characters it perceives as weak. It should also be more than
justificatory, justifying "the limitations of some women characters and the limiting
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conceptions of women held by male characters" (Neely 8). Teen Shakespeare should use
its unique status as part of cinema to demand transformational criticism, asking "not
simply what women do or what is done to them, but what meaning these actions have and
how this meaning is related to gender" (Neely 9). By looking at these films, and teen
Shakespeare as a whole, as a spectrum (a work in progress), we challenge teen
Shakespeare to be more and do more.
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